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SPECIAL THEME

Ralph Weber

Confucian Political Philosophy for Non-Confucians

Abstract Contemporary proponents of Confucian political philosophy often
ignore the fact that any sizeable future Confucian political order will have to
accommodate many “non-Confucians.” The guiding question of this paper is
therefore the following: how could a Confucian political philosophy, if it can at
all, adequately take into account a plurality of comprehensive worldviews? I first
turn to John Rawls and his account of these terms and of reasonable pluralism
more generally. I then examine some particularly relevant developments and
criticism of Rawls’ account. Finally, I offer a discussion of some recent proposals
for a Confucian political philosophy, and examine to what extent each recognizes
the fact of pluralism, sees it as a challenge, and deals with it in a persuasive
manner. The paper concludes with a depiction of two major stumbling blocks that
might stand firmly in the way of such a pluralism-accommodating political
Confucianism.

Keywords Confucian political philosophy, liberal democracy, pluralism,
comprehensive worldviews, John Rawls

1 Introduction

The concern of this paper is with comparative political thought and the strong
connection that a large majority of scholarship on normative Confucian political
philosophy continues to propagate between Confucianism understood as a
comprehensive worldview and a specifically Confucian political conception. The
failure sufficiently to detach one from the other, I argue, bars Confucian political
philosophy from dealing adequately with the fact of pluralism. In other words,
proponents of Confucian political philosophy more often than not simply ignore
the fact that any extensive future Confucian political order would have to
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accommodate a large proportion of people identifying themselves as something
other than “Confucian,” perhaps even as “non-Confucian.”

I contend that any viable political philosophy needs to come to terms with the
pluralism of contemporary worldviews. Such pluralism denotes a fact that
pertains to probably all societies around the globe, including what are sometimes
referred to as “Confucian societies”—another term lacking a clear definition.'
Whereas John Rawls apparently asserted pluralism as pertaining to liberal
societies only, it is today difficult to deny its effect on even illiberal or
non-liberal societies. The People’s Republic of China (PRC), the target of much
Confucian political philosophy, offers a good example of such pluralism.

Those propagating Confucianism and taking pluralism to be a problem of
relevance only in a liberal setting are therefore mistaken. Consider, for example,
the following passage by David Hall and Roger Ames, written in the context of a
discussion on the rule of law:

... political liberalism today on some readings envisions the state as an
increasingly neutral framework within which citizens may pursue their
individual conceptions of the good life with a minimum of state interference.
Such a framework is required, so the liberal argues, because of the pluralism of
modern societies in which agreements on the meaning of “the good life”
cannot be expected.

The different historical development of Asian Confucian nations precludes
easy translation of the rule of law into a Confucian context. Confucian
societies advertise neither an adversarial relationship between rulers and
citizens nor a plurality of individual conceptions of the good life. (Hall and
Ames 2003, 133)

What precisely happens in the second half of this passage? In the first statement,
Hall and Ames allude to the differencing historical development of “Asian

' It is one thing to acknowledge the fact and it is quite a different thing knowing what to do
with it. I say that the fact of plurality of comprehensive worldviews is today broadly
acknowledged with the awareness that this was not and might not always be so, and regardless
of whether pluralism is as such normatively desirable or not. John Gray has issued a cautionary
remark in this regard: “It is important to note that, from the standpoint of pluralist theory,
whether a pluralist political order is appropriate is itself a matter of time, place and
circumstance. It is far from being a consequence of pluralist theory that pluralist political
orders are everywhere legitimate, necessary or desirable” (Gray 1995, 139). Chantal Moufte
challenges the appositeness of presenting pluralism as a “fact” from another viewpoint. She
argues that such a presentation misses the important point, which is not the empirical diversity
of conceptions of the good in liberal society, but the profound symbolic re-ordering of social
relations that concerns the legitimation of division and conflict (Mouffe 2006, 319).
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Confucian nations,” which clearly is an empirical matter, i.e., whether these
nations indeed share a historical development that is different in some same sense.
But, then, they add a second statement, this time about “Confucian societies,” the
character of which—empirical or normative—is hard to ascertain. In what sense
do “Confucian societies” not advertise a plurality of conceptions of the good life?
If the statement is normative, i.e., expressive of what a good Confucian society
should look like, then the link to the first empirical statement about “Asian
Confucian nations” turns out to be questionable, and it would in any case be a
matter of contention whether it is at all a normatively persuasive claim about
Confucianism. If the statement is empirical, describing actually existing societies,
then it is not quite clear how “(non-)advertising” would function, and what that
means in terms of the fate of individuals (or groups) with non-Confucian
conceptions of the good life in these societies, say, professed Christians,
convinced Liberals or relentless Maoists.

For the purposes of this paper, I shall understand Confucianism precisely as a
comprehensive worldview (or “doctrine,” in the Rawlsian sense).” Using the
vocabulary of “comprehensive” and “political” in formulating the guiding
question of this paper—how could a Confucian political philosophy, if it can at
all, take into account the fact of a plurality of comprehensive worldviews?—I
must first turn to Rawls and clarify his account of these terms and of reasonable
pluralism more generally. The Rawlsian account has of course been variously
developed and much criticized, and I shall mention some of the reactions
particularly relevant to this discussion. In the second part, I offer a kaleidoscopic
overview of some recent proposals for a Confucian political philosophy, and
examine how, if at all, each deals with the fact of pluralism.

2 Rawilsian Political Liberalism and Pluralism

The very word “pluralism” does not appear in the original edition of 4 Theory of
Justice (TJ) apart from one mention in the different context of intuitionism that
Rawls sets out to overcome.” He deals more directly with the question of
pluralism, among others, in his 1985 essay “Justice as Fairness: Political, not
Metaphysical,” in his 1993 book Political Liberalism (PL), in his 1997 essay

% Indeed, many Confucian scholars refer to Confucianism as a worldview (e.g. Tu 2001, 245).

3 1t is often said that Rawls’ A 7 heory of Justice (TJ) and hence the year of its publication,
1971, mark a turning point in the history of political philosophy. But many of Rawls’s arguably
more enduring contributions stem from later developments in his oeuvre, and this is the case
with the one that I am interested in, i.e. his account of reasonable pluralism and the distinction
between political and comprehensive liberalism (Habermas 1995, 109). For an informative and,
to my mind, balanced overview of Rawls and his legacy, see Klosko (2011).
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“The Idea of Public Reason Revisited” and in his 2001 book Justice as Fairness:
A Restatement (JF).

Rawls comes up with the idea of reasonable pluralism precisely because he
believes that “a democratic society is not and cannot be a community”—where
community stands for a “body of persons united in affirming the same
comprehensive, or partially comprehensive, doctrine”—as the fact of pluralism
“makes this impossible” (JF, §1, 3). This fact, he continues, refers to:

profound and irreconcilable differences in citizens’ reasonable
comprehensive religious and philosophical conceptions of the world, and in
their views of the moral and aesthetic values to be sought in human life. (JF,

§1,3)

There are different characterizations of the plurality that Rawls has in mind and
for which he predominantly uses the notion of “religious, philosophical, and
moral doctrines”; elsewhere, he mentions, for instance, that there is a discrete
“way of life” corresponding to each doctrine (JF, §47, 155; for Rawls’ distinction
between “doctrine” and “conception,” see PL, §8, 168). He thus also speaks of
pluralism in terms of “permissible ways of life [that] have a fair opportunity to
maintain themselves and to gain adherents over generations” (JF, §47, 155),
which makes it clear that Rawls is not setting forth an individualist account of
plural conceptions of the good life. It is from the fact of a such conceived
reasonable pluralism that is thought to be a permanent feature of democratic
societies, and from the fact that political power in such societies rests with free
and equal citizens collectively, that the problem of political legitimacy arises (“in
the light of what reasons and values—of what kind of a conception of
justice—can citizens legitimately exercise that coercive power over one
another?” JF, §12, 40-41). This is the very problem that Rawls’ political
liberalism aspires to solve.

There are two qualifications that must be added. For one thing, Rawls
explicitly speaks only of “reasonable” comprehensive doctrines (those
recognizing the “burden of judgment” and the “liberty of conscience,” cf. JF, §57,
191), which implies that “unreasonable” doctrines are not accommodated within
the advocated pluralism. But what makes a doctrine “unreasonable”? Rawls
follows Isaiah Berlin in believing that “no society can include within itself all
ways of life”; he qualifies as “unreasonable,” for instance, a conception of the
good that requires “the repression or degradation of certain persons on, say,
racial, or ethnic, or perfectionist grounds” or a doctrine that “can survive only if
it controls the machinery of state and is able to practice effective intolerance” (JF,
§47, 154; ct. JF, §7, 21).
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The second important qualification is, as Rawls himself points out repeatedly,
that no single comprehensive doctrine can put itself in the position of a
politically guiding conception without taking recourse to “the oppressive use of
state power, with all its official crimes and the inevitable brutality and cruelties”;
and this, Rawls consequently remarks, also holds no less, say, for utilitarianism
or the liberalisms of a Kant or a Mill (JF, §11, 34; cf. JF, §55, 188, where Rawls
even uses “the liberalism of rightness as fairness” as an example). The political
conception that underlies the basic structure of a well-ordered society hence must
be “free-standing” in order to subsume under it the many comprehensive
doctrines that make up the plurality that is a fact. But what does Rawls mean by
“free-standing”? Standing free from what? Obviously, he means that political
liberalism should stand free from comprehensive doctrines.

But standing free in what sense? Rawls himself points out that his political
conception of justice is based on some “fundamental ideas” emerging from
within “the political culture of a democratic society that has worked reasonably
well over a considerable period of time” (JF, §11, 34-35), such as the ones of
“persons as free and equal” or of “society as a cooperative enterprise for mutual
advantage” (JF, §2, §7). Insofar as comprehensive liberalism is part of that
political culture, it seems obvious that it is related to the political conception of
justice (or political liberalism). Rawls states this explicitly, saying that “certainly
there is some resemblance between the values of political liberalism and the
values of the comprehensive liberalisms of Kant and Mill” (JF, §47, 156). This,
however, is by no means to be understood as a concessionary remark. To the
contrary, in order to do the normative work that Rawls wants it to do (i.e. “to
gain the support of at least the reasonable comprehensive doctrines that endure
and gain adherents over time,” JF, §54, 183) political liberalism must be related,
or relatable, to comprehensive liberalism. Yet, it must also be relatable to all
other doctrines that make up reasonable pluralism (viz. the idea of an
“overlapping consensus”). How precisely political liberalism is relatable to each
of these doctrines may vary from case to case; Rawls, for instance, mentions
relations of “deduction” or “approximation” (PL, §8).*

Much discussed is whether comprehensive liberalism undergirds political
liberalism in a way that creates a bias in the latter and therefore discriminates
against other reasonable doctrines. Rawls inquires into such a possible bias in
some detail, but eventually sees no basis for it. He goes to great lengths arguing

* “The political conception may be simply a part of, or an adjunct to, a partially
comprehensive view; or it may be endorsed because it can be derived within a fully articulated
comprehensive doctrine. It is left to citizens individually to decide for themselves in what way
their shared political conception is related to their more comprehensive views” (JF, §55, 187).
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that political liberalism is not articulated with comprehensive doctrines in view;
rather, its values are presented as “those of a distinctive domain—the political”
(JF, §57, 190). There is a difference of “both scope and generality between
political and comprehensive liberalism” (JF, §47, 157). He writes:

In meeting the objection that political liberalism is wrongly hostile to certain
ways of life and biased in favor of others, it is fundamental that, beyond the
requirements already described, justice as fairness does not seek to cultivate
the distinctive virtues and values of the liberalisms of autonomy and
individuality, or indeed of any other comprehensive doctrine. (JF, §47, 157)

Whether Rawls is successful in formulating a political liberalism and
“characteristic political values without drawing on, or mentioning, independent
nonpolitical values,” and whether with regard “to the constitutional essentials
and questions of basic justice” one agrees with the priority given to “the family
of basic political values” that “override[s] all other values that may normally
come into conflict with them” (JF, §54, 183), is of course open for contestation.
Statements by Rawls such as the one that “these values [i.e. the characteristic
values of the political] govern the basic framework of social life—the very
groundwork of our existence” (JF, §36, 189)—may have led some critics on to
claim that Rawls’ attempt has failed.’

Ranging from Sandel (1982) to Asad (2003, 150), critics of Rawls are legion
and many of them reproach Rawls for having smuggled into his political
conception a full-blown metaphysical theory, for example, of the self. Richard
Rorty, in turn, has championed a Deweyan pragmatist reading of Rawls’ political
liberalism as “not attempting a transcendental deduction of American liberalism
or supplying philosophical foundations for democratic institutions, but simply
trying to systematize the principles and intuitions typical of American liberals”
(Rorty 1990, 189). Jiirgen Habermas (1992, 85ft.) and Karl-Otto Apel (1988), as
well as fellow pragmatist Richard Bernstein (1992, 238ff.), have rejected Rorty’s
reading. What is important, however, is that Rorty comes to define the relation
between the political conception and the plurality of comprehensive doctrines as

> Rawls certainly has not been very helpful by calling both the comprehensive doctrine and
the political conception a “liberalism,” which makes his theory appear to be a forlorn attempt
at squaring the circle. To think of contemporary democratic societies as embracing two
liberalisms, each on a different level, is, however, intuitively comprehensible. For it is not as if
liberals were lacking in criticism, which they think is consistent with their doctrine, of the
liberal democracies, in which they live and which they think are rightly called by that label.
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one between the “public” and the “private” (Rorty 1990, 183).° With Rorty, the
pair of terms political-comprehensive is likened to the pair public—private.”

Jocelyn Maclure and Charles Taylor discuss Rawlsian reasonable pluralism in
relation to yet another pair of terms, namely that of secular—religious. These
three pairs of terms, political-comprehensive, public—private and secular—
religious are often parallelized in discussions of pluralism. Maclure and Taylor
advocate largely a Rawlsian view, but go beyond Rawls by engaging pluralism
from the point of view of secularism. Rawls himself does not use the word
“secular” much at all.* But he recently has been increasingly discussed in terms
of secularism, as when Jirgen Habermas made it a point that Rawls had
“recognized that the problem of the political impact of the role of religion in civil
society has not been solved by the secularization of political authority per se”
(Habermas 2011, 23).

Maclure and Taylor propose a conceptualization of secularism which rests
on “two major principles, namely, equality of respect and freedom of conscience,
and on two operative modes that make the realization of these principles possible:
to wit, the separation of church and state and the neutrality of the state towards
religions” (Maclure and Taylor 2011, 20). Different from a republican regime of
secularism, their favored liberal-pluralist model does not seek to marginalize
religious affiliations or force “them back into the private sphere” (Maclure and
Taylor 2011, 34 and 36ff.). Playing on different meanings of the term “public”
(as embodied by the state/government vs. the sphere in which “private” citizens
meet for discussion and exchange), they write: “In the liberal-pluralist view, the

99, <

requirement of neutrality is directed at institutions and not at individuals”; “there

® For his advocacy of “privatizing religion,” see Rorty (1999). Cf. Rawls and his suggestion
that “there may be positive reasons for introducing comprehensive doctrines into public
political discussion” or that “reasonable comprehensive doctrines, religious or non-religious,
may be introduced in public political discussion at any time, provided that in due course proper
political reasons—and not reasons given solely by comprehensive doctrines—are presented
that are sufficient to support whatever the comprehensive doctrines introduced are said to
support” (Rawls 1999, 152). The latter statement seems to be akin to Habermas (2005) and his
advocacy of a post-secular stance emphasizing a translation of religious insights into a
generally accessible language.

” For all the emphasis on “public reason” and “public deliberation,” Rawls very rarely comes
to speak of the “private” and when he does he makes it very clear that it cannot be easily
opposed to the “public” in the sense relevant for his theory of justice: “If the so-called private
sphere is a space alleged to be exempt from justice, then there is no such thing” (JF, §50, 166).
8 In Political Liberalism the term “secular” is used only three times in the context of what
Rawls calls “Enlightenment liberalism.” He writes: “Political liberalism is not a form of
Enlightenment liberalism, that is, a comprehensive and often secular doctrine founded on
reason and viewed as suitable for the modern age now that the religious authority of Christian
ages is said to be no longer dominant. Political liberalism has no such aims” (Rawls 1993,
XXXViii).
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is an important difference between, on one hand, allowing a student to display a
religious symbol in the public schools and, on the other, favoring a particular
religion through public intervention” (Maclure and Taylor 2011, 38-39). For
them, the public—private distinction turns out to be ill-suited for discussing the
place of religion in the public space. Although much of their discussion, it must
be said, revolves around religion, they make it utterly clear that “it is not
religious convictions in themselves that must enjoy a special status but, rather, all
core beliefs that allow individuals to structure their moral identity” (Maclure and
Taylor 2011, 89).” Of course, Rawlsian reasonable pluralism is not about the
secular state on the one side and religion(s) on the other, but rather about the
state and “different worldviews and conceptions of the good—secular, spiritual,
and religious—with which citizens identify” (Maclure and Taylor 2011, 9).

Ronald Dworkin has also taken up the issue of the state’s role over (theistic
and atheistic) religious pluralism. Rawls is not mentioned by name, but Dworkin
explicitly sets out to speak of religion in terms of a “comprehensive worldview”
(Dworkin 2013, 1). The government should subscribe to an “ethical
independence” (Dworkin 2013, 130) with regard to people’s chosen ways of
living a good life, as long as no harm for others is involved. Such ethical
independence offers enough protection for most practices of religion, which
leads Dworkin to doubt—surely a provocation in the US American
context—whether religious freedom should at all be maintained as a specially
protected right. He thinks it should not. Dworkin’s book is an extended argument
for redrawing the line between religion and non-religion. He postulates that we
do better by giving up the distinction between godly religion and godless
non-religion, since the latter includes a specific religious attitude to beauty in
nature and science. Both together are more properly distinguished from
naturalism (scientific and other). In a sense, Dworkin thus comes back to Rawls’
description of pluralism as being equally about “religious, philosophical, and
moral doctrines.” The most perspicuous difference is that Dworkin seems to have
in mind a more individualist account of plural conceptions of the good life than
Rawls, which becomes evident when he considers people who think “that
hallucinogenic drugs allow special perception into the meaning of life” a valid
example for a godless religion (Dworkin 2013, 125-6).

In sum, although it seems that the final word on Rawlsian reasonable pluralism
will not be spoken any time soon, it is for the purposes of the present paper
sufficient to note that the fact of pluralism continues to be identified as a
challenge for political philosophy, that the challenge today cannot be said to pose
itself in liberal societies only, and that the Rawlsian distinction between political

® By way of example, they mention “secular beliefs” such as vegetarianism, pacifism and
libertarianism (Maclure and Taylor 2011, 62).
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and comprehensive is indeed more apposite for discussing this challenge than is
either the distinction between public—private or that between secular—religious.

3 Confucian Political Philosophy and the Fact of Pluralism

The question that I want to raise is the following: Is there currently a Confucian
political philosophy on offer that recognizes the fact of a pluralism of
comprehensive worldviews, sees it as a challenge, and deals with it in a
persuasive manner?

I begin with an important perspective for contemporary Confucianism, which,
in the eyes of many Confucian political philosophers would not count as an
answer to my question. Yu Yingshi has succinctly articulated this perspective:

If I may borrow a new concept recently developed by John Rawls, I would like
to think that Confucianism will do well as one of the “reasonable
comprehensive doctrines” which forms part of the “background culture” of a
constitutional democratic regime. (Yu 2005, 213)

Confucianism is thus understood as the name of a comprehensive worldview, to
which there corresponds a way of life shared by a group of people over generations.
It would, however, be one worldview among others, without any privileged
connection to the political realm. All that would need to be shown is that the kind of
Confucianism advocated is compatible with Rawlsian political liberalism, or more
precisely, that the former on its own grounds could come to endorse the latter.'’

19 Here, an important clarification is required. The desired compatibility is not between a
comprehensive Confucianism and a comprehensive liberalism, but between a comprehensive
Confucianism and a political liberalism, which is an entirely different question. Much
scholarship has been produced on the former, say, at the level of values, asking whether
Confucian values are compatible with liberal values. See, for recent examples, Chen (2007)
and Ackerly (2005). The general pattern of these studies is that eventually some aspect of some
Confucianism is held to be compatible or incompatible with some aspect of some liberalism.
The value of these studies, in turn, seems to depend highly on the persuasiveness of the chosen
versions of Confucianism and liberalism (and on the exposition and argument for or against
compatibility). In spite of the existence of many enlightening studies, I should still like to
mention that in the worst of them the frequent use of the umbrella term “Western liberalism”
reveals a high level of abstraction, generality or ignorance, or of all three—which, if nothing
else, is usually matched by the deployment of “Confucianism” in similarly unspecific ways.
The originality of Rawls’s reasonable pluralism lies not least in the fact that, though not
discouraging mutual dialogue, it decidedly does not require that the different reasonable
comprehensive doctrines prove their mutual compatibility. For the purposes of the present
discussion, which is more specific and follows a different trajectory, this question can be safely
set aside.
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There would be no particular reason to refer to the entire political order as
“Confucian.”

But would Confucianism really do well as a reasonable comprehensive
worldview? It obviously depends on what one understands by Confucianism.
Bai Tongdong has examined the question based on his understanding. In an
essay entitled “A Mencian Version of Limited Democracy,” Bai sets out to
“show the compatibility between a ‘thin’ version of liberal democracy and
Confucianism,” bearing Rawls and his account in mind, whom he follows
loosely by way of inspiration (Bai 2008, 19 and 23). Here is how Bai perceives
his task:

Rawls’ later philosophy thus suggests that the apparent conflict between
Confucianism and the aforementioned democratic ideas doesn’t necessarily
mean that, in order for democracy to be possible, we must either denounce
Confucianism, or somehow derive these ideas from it. Rather, Confucianism
can become a member, among other reasonable comprehensive doctrines, of a
liberal democracy by endorsing the concept of liberal democracy itself. Two
facts make this task easier: first, endorsement is a weaker requirement than
derivation; second, Confucianism may be in conflict with some of those
democratic ideas, but we can argue that they are not part of the “thinner,”
non-comprehensive conception of political liberalism depicted in PL. (Bai
2008, 22)

In the last sentence of this passage, Bai also presents a strategy that deserves our
close and critical scrutiny, namely, when pointing to the possibility that one can
argue that where Confucianism conflicts with democratic ideas it is with ideas
that are not part of Rawls’ political conception. Bai thus embarks on a slippery
road, whereupon it could be tempting to argue for any conflict to be just such a
non-problematic conflict.

Bai does not strictly distinguish between comprehensive and political
liberalism. He writes that Mencius “accepts some kind of accountability,
which is often said to be an important feature of democratic government,” a
comment which is made often enough, but which Rawls does not mention in
either PL or JF; however, the loose mélange of comprehensive and political
elements becomes clearer when Bai confirms that “a Confucian can endorse a
concept of political liberalism that contains accountability, the government’s
responsibility for the well-being of its citizens, and the difference principle”
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(Bai 2008, 24-25)."

For another example, Bai takes Mencius as affirming that “every human being
is equal,” which apparently resonates with Rawls’ idea of “free and equal
persons.” But Bai’s Mencian reading considers it a fact “that many people fail
to develop themselves fully, or they are partly or completely consumed by a
highly specialized job no matter how good the government’s efforts are, [and
thus] they should be partly or completely excluded from public decisions” (Bai
2008, 28). It is entirely unclear how this exclusion—Bai suggests that, crucial to
the Mencian version of democracy, people should “be instilled, through civic
education, with ... acceptance of the rule of the wise and virtuous”—squares
with the affirmation of basic (political) equality. Obviously, Bai is not trying
merely to adopt the Rawlsian liberal democratic framework, with Confucianism
in the position of one among many comprehensive worldviews. He clearly
assigns to Confucianism a privileged position in the political realm if viewed
against other comprehensive worldviews."

At this juncture, it may be worthwhile to include the perspectives of Mou
Zongsan (1909-95) and Tang Junyi (1909-78), two towering figures of 20"
century New Confucianism. In a recent contribution, Thomas Frohlich points out
that Mou and Tang, unlike “most contemporary Confucian intellectuals ...[,]
were both convinced that the political tradition of Confucianism cannot function
as a normative resource of liberal democracy, but ought to be seen instead as
harmful to it” (Frohlich 2010, 174). They no longer follow “traditional
meritocratic ideals of government and notions of benevolent rule by superior
individuals” (note the contrast to Bai’s subscribing precisely to these ideas), and
take liberal democracy as part of the ‘“new outer king” (xinwaiwang) and as
“Confucianism’s authentic political form” (Fréhlich 2010, 175). Frohlich applies

' If this point strikes the reader as too belabored, consider the following passage: “Thus, a
Confucian may endorse certain basic liberties, although his or her understanding of their
necessity and their ‘lexical’ order may be different from a Kantian, a Millian, or even Rawls,
and he or she may have more expectations of the government than a liberal. However, this
does not prevent Confucianism, so understood, from being able to be a member of liberal
democracy in its thin version” (Bai 2008, 25). Not only are the liberalisms of Kant and
Mill—Rawls’ standard examples of comprehensive liberalism—thus unlike Rawls’ liberalism,
but if the Confucian’s understanding of the basic liberties really is “different” from Rawls’,
then it seems that it might not exactly be reconcilable with “thin” liberal democracy in the
Rawlsian sense (but that, of course, depends on the meaning of “different,” i.e. whether it is
different but, say, relatable in the sense of being able to endorse the basic liberties of the
political conception).

12 The same is true for a group of other authors (e.g. Jiang Qing, Daniel Bell, Kang
Xiaoguang), with the difference that for them liberal democracy and pluralism figure as
concerns only in the sense of problems to be overcome. Their proposals explicitly aim at
assigning to comprehensive Confucianism the privileged political position. I therefore do not
include their versions of political-qua-comprehensive Confucianism in my discussion.
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the Rawlsian framework by way of Rorty’s distinction between theories that
conceive liberal democracy as in need of a comprehensive philosophical
justification and theories that see no need for such a distinction, and he mentions
that Mou and Tang were seeking to provide “a justification of liberal democracy
in terms of a renewed, modern Confucianism” (Frohlich 2010, 175-76). This
brings up the question whether these two second-generation New Confucian
philosophers can be interpreted as adopting the liberal democratic framework in
a way that is in line with Rawls’ reasonable pluralism (although that would partly
make them Rawlsian avant la lettre).

Frohlich shows that Mou’s and Tang’s modern Confucianism comes down on
the side of offering a philosophical justification of liberal democracy. Their
political thought “starts from strong religious-metaphysical assumptions about
the nature of man”; their “modern Confucianism cannot be detached from its
metaphysical-religious backdrop” (Frohlich 2010, 176 and 193). In Frohlich’s
assessment, Tang Junyi emerges as someone who sees modern Confucianism as
a religious humanism akin to a civil religion “which embeds liberal democracy
within it” (Frohlich 2010, 193). This seems to be a radical reversal of the
Rawlsian position: it is not liberal democracy that embeds the reasonable
comprehensive worldviews, but rather one specific worldview that embeds
liberal democracy. Democracy becomes a means to serve the members of the
Confucian community in engaging “in moral and spiritual self-fulfillment with
the goal of becoming a sage” (Frohlich 2010, 188). Clearly, Mou and Tang do
not relate their versions of Confucianism to a political conception that is
“free-standing” from Confucianism; their political philosophy is not markedly
pluralist and normatively does not aim at pluralism. Staying within a Rawlsian
setting, the most they can do, it seems, is to show that comprehensive
Confucianism (which of course may—and to be comprehensive perhaps
should—include a political philosophy'®) might be fashioned in a liberal and
reasonable way that would make it compatible with, and embed, Rawlsian
“thin” political liberalism.

Yet again, it seems on Frohlich’s reading as if Mou and Tang also sought
eventually to assign to Confucianism a privileged position in the political realm,
all the while taking their democratic commitment most seriously. Frohlich
writes:

It is important to note that comprehensive doctrines do not disqualify themselves for

offering comprehensive political philosophies; they merely disqualify themselves if their
comprehensive political philosophies for some reason disallow them to endorse the political
conception, i.e. fail to be reasonable. What they cannot claim is that they offer the basis for a
reasonable pluralism. Still, this does not distract from the fact that competition, or agonism,
among various reasonable comprehensive political philosophies is at the heart of a flourishing
pluralistic society.
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Modern Confucianism would thus be one among many other intellectual or
religious resources for reproducing civic virtues and democratic convictions
among the citizens. In that sense, this is a communitarian approach. Reading
Tang Junyi and Mou Zongsan, though, one cannot help but feel that what they
actually wanted was a far more prominent role for Confucianism. (Frohlich
2010, 195)

It seems that we are back to the tension of having a quasi-Rawlsian account on
offer but not quite, since Confucianism, it seems, just cannot be allowed to end
up as one among many other, equally important, comprehensive worldviews.
Finding in Mou Zongsan an attractive version of progressive Confucianism,
Steve Angle is among the few who openly address the challenge of pluralism:

Even granting that many Confucian values will be at least partly shared by
non-Confucians—and setting aside the possibility that among the Confucians
themselves there may be significantly differing understandings of goals or
values—the possibility of pluralism poses an interesting challenge to
Confucian political philosophers today. (Angle 2012, 137)

Angle offers a reading of Mou and Tang that seems at odds with Fréhlich’s in
that he sees no risk that their “moderate perfectionism” might bring in strong
religious-metaphysical assumptions undermining their justification of liberal
democracy (Angle 2012, 141). In any case, Angle is not interested in testing
whether moderate perfectionism might endorse political liberalism. He even
conjectures that it might not (Angle 2012, 140). He seems confident, however,
that progressive Confucianism as a moderate perfectionism would sit
comfortably with pluralism. In one passage, he writes tellingly:

Still, many aspects of Progressive Confucianism suggest that in a pluralistic
domestic context, its adherents will be ready and willing to serve as coalition
partners with adequately like-minded non-Confucians in both political and
social projects. (Angle 2012, 138)

The willingness to serve as coalition partners strikes me as a very weak criterion
for asserting pluralism, and the instrumentalist character of such coalitions easily
exposes the will to coalite as the will to power—far from a commitment to the
fact of pluralism. It is certainly not addressing the challenge perceived by Rawls.

The idea of understanding Confucian political philosophy as a moderate
perfectionism was formulated by Joseph Chan. Chan sets out an interesting
attempt at a political Confucianism in explicit contradistinction to Rawls’s
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political liberalism."* He is clear that a “return of Confucianism as a state
orthodoxy is not a desirable or feasible goal in a pluralistic society,” but also
finds “state neutrality” to be a “mistaken doctrine”; the state “may appeal only to
specific judgments about the good life, not comprehensive doctrines” (Chan
2014, 200). He finds the promotion of Confucianism as “a comprehensive
doctrine” (Chan references Rawls) through political means undesirable, because
it harms “civility”—crucial for “modern pluralistic societies” —and constitutes a
form of “ideological politics” (Chan 2014, 201; he here draws on Shils 1997).
Remember that Rawls has qualified as “unreasonable” a conception of the good
that requires “the repression or degradation of certain persons on ... perfectionist
grounds.” Chan probably would agree, and his embracing of civility would seem
to rule out any such repression or degradation. His is but a moderate
perfectionism, operating in a piecemeal way, which does not “seek to give a
consistent ranking of values and virtues to assign them relative weight” (Chan
2014, 202-3) and stands in marked contrast to Rawls’ theoretical aims."’

Still, much of what Chan advocates strikes a chord with Rawls’ political
liberalism. Moderate perfectionism “appeals to specific values and virtues that
are generally regarded as desirable for their own sake,” and the acceptance of
which “need not presuppose any particular comprehensive doctrine as they are
compatible with a great many such doctrines and are widely accepted by many
people in modern society” (Chan 2014, 202-3, emphasis in original). Similarly,
one should not “ask people to accept policy proposals as implications” of
Confucianism understood as “a complete and packaged conception”; “moderate
Confucianism requires us to justify Confucian values in terms that do not require
prior acceptance of Confucianism” (Chan 2014, 203—4). Chan sees Confucianism
as a political philosophy for modern times operating in, and even demanding, a
“free and democratic process” (Chan 2014, 204). Instead of Rawls’ lexical order
of principles, Chan would put in a more pragmatic set of “specific Confucian
values and principles,” which he establishes in his book, such as sincerity,
harmony, social and political trust and care, moral and personal autonomy,
economic sufficiency and self-responsibility, the mutual commitment of ruler
and ruled, the principle of benevolent politics and fair rewards and punishments
in the political system.

'* For an early account, see Chan (2000), and also the critical discussion of Chan’s article
offered in Metz (2001).

5 Of course, Rawls’s TJ has been all about such ranking and weighing to avoid the
frustrations of intuitionism. It would be interesting to examine whether and to what extent
Chan’s piecemeal approach is intuitionism.
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Appearances might be deceitful, however. When setting out the agenda of his
book, Chan announces a quasi-Rawlsian approach with a Confucian distinction:

The best way for Confucians today to meet the challenge, I argue, is to adopt
some liberal democratic institutions but justify them with the Confucian
perfectionist approach, that is, to ground and shape these institutions in terms
of the Confucian conception of the good rather than the liberal conception of
the right. (Chan 2014, 18)

This seems a much stronger formulation than what Chan’s remarks in his
Conclusion suggested about the moderate, piecemeal character of his
perfectionism. But the following sentence is even more revealing—and it shows
what might be at stake if Rawls’ principles of justice are to make way for Chan’s
innocuous pragmatic set of Confucian values and principles:

This approach decouples liberal democratic institutions from those popular
liberal philosophical packages that base liberal democratic institutions on
fundamental moral rights and principles, such as popular sovereignty, political
equality, human rights, and individual sovereignty. (Chan 2014, 192)

Of course, in light of Chan’s open embrace of a free and democratic process, we
should assume that these rights and principles would still find piecemeal
application in his moderate perfectionism, but they certainly can no longer play
the role that Rawls accords them in the design of institutions.

It appears that, although there are articulations of Confucian political
philosophy currently on offer that do recognize pluralism as a fact and a
challenge, none deals with it in a persuasive manner. A notable exception is a
recent contribution on the topic of Confucian democracy by Sungmoon Kim
(2014), which constitutes the most incisive attempt at taking the fact and
challenge seriously and finding an adequate answer to it. I want to argue that
Kim’s proposal is indeed impressively persuasive, but that its persuasiveness
comes at a price.

Kim examines existing proposals for a contemporary Confucian political
philosophy, which he divides into the camps of Confucian communitarianism
(e.g. Roger T. Ames, David L. Hall, Henry Rosemont Jr., Sor-hoon Tan) and
meritocratic elitism (e.g. Bai Tongdong, Daniel Bell, Jiang Qing), and presents
each of them with a series of formidable challenges. Importantly, for my
purposes, he also puts them to task for their (biased) discussions of Rawls and
liberal democracy and—especially—for their way of handling the fact and
challenge of pluralism in today’s societies, including “East Asian societies,”
which “are becoming increasingly pluralistic” and can no longer be understood
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as “‘the Confucian society’ in any monolithic and monistic sense” (Kim 2014,
109). Kim reproaches these two camps for clinging to such a mistaken view of
“the Confucian society” and postulating a moral and ethical monism, insofar as
they give intrinsic value to the “common (national?) community, the morals and
ethics of which govern all individuals comprehensively,” clearly leaving out any
concern for non-Confucians (Kim 2014, 114). In fact, he writes:

What is completely dismissed here is the realistic attention to the possible
challenge to, even rejection of, the very Confucian moral discourse and ethics
by individuals subscribing to different value systems or “comprehensive moral
doctrines” in Rawls’s famous language. (Kim 2014, 112)

Overall, Kim comments that those thinking and writing about Confucian
democracy “have rarely taken seriously, much less met, the practical challenges
posed by value pluralism” (Kim 2014, 103).

So, what is Kim’s alternative? How can a Confucian political philosophy
persuasively take into account the fact of a plurality of comprehensive
worldviews? Kim’s alternative revolves around a decidedly Confucian (not
liberal individualistic) and markedly pluralist (not thick communitarian)
democracy. The “public” or “political/civic” culture of a given polity might, for
historical reasons and for a set of wvalues currently cherished, be
“characteristically (if not essentially) Confucian” and “representing
[Confucianism] as such to the outside world,” but, with ritual and constitutional
backing, “[be committed to] (sub)cultural diversity and value pluralism” (Kim
2014, 117). To add substance to this argument, Kim offers an entire chapter in
which he juxtaposes a rationalistic reading of Rawls’ notion of public reason and
a Humean reading which, he claims, resonates with a Confucian, and more
specifically Mencian, notion of critical affection and public reasoning. By way of
“core Confucian values,” such as filial piety (xiao F), respect of the elderly
(jinglao %¢¥), trustworthiness (xin (5), and “social harmony” (he #I), an
individual in a Confucian democracy would acquire the necessary social and
civic skills and become “civically empowered when he or she is
reflective-critically attached to the polity” (Kim 2014, 152). It is thus that Kim’s
Confucian pluralist democracy might require only Confucian democrats
“concerned with how to live a decent public life as a citizen” while
accommodating both “Confucian believers,” for whom “Confucianism is about
how to live a good life as a human being,” and “non-Confucians” (Kim 2014,
121).

Kim’s way of dealing with the fact of pluralism is in my view largely
persuasive and sound, but the price he has to pay for his persuasiveness is a
massive reconstruction of almost every aspect of Confucianism he draws on,
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including the question of who should be authorized to criticize political leaders,
the understanding of ritual (/i) and, finally, the issue of pluralism itself. As he
admits, “value pluralism was never a part of traditional Confucian culture and it
has rarely (almost never) been upheld in the public discourse of contemporary
East Asian politics until very recently” (Kim 2014, 124). To appropriate and
reconstruct is of course entirely legitimate, but it remains to be seen whether
Kim’s Confucian pluralistic democracy will find much of a following among
self-identifying Confucians. His review of the existing literature would give
reason for some skepticism. From a philosophical point of view, his
reconstruction seems to render the character of the political/civic culture
distinctly Confucian, it is true, but it makes it into a markedly thin Confucianism
that thick communitarian Confucians would be hard-pressed to accept as being
Confucian at all. The difference between Kim’s Confucian political/civic culture,
which he identifies as “mildly republican” (Kim 2014, 116, fn. 69) and, indeed,
Rawls-style liberalism becomes marginal with regard to the work that the
political conception is supposed to do. In other words, the difference seems no
greater than the difference Rawls readily admits between property-owning
democracy and liberal socialism, “the ideal descriptions” of which both satisfy
his principles of justice (JF, §41, 118).

4 Conclusion: The Continuing Challenge of Pluralism

There are two major stumbling blocks to a political Confucianism that would
recognize the fact of a pluralism of comprehensive worldviews, see it as a
challenge, and deal with it in a persuasive manner.

The concept of community seems to me—almost paradoxically, given all the
emphasis that it is usually given by Confucian scholars—still in some aspects
rather underdeveloped in scholarship on Confucian political philosophy. Often,
what is taken as the starting point for philosophical reflection is the assumption
that everyone is of necessity part of the same community by virtue of a common
adherence to a Confucian worldview, adoption of common practices, rituals, and
so on. Such an assumption is evident, for example, in Zhang Xianglong’s call for
establishing “Confucian cultural protection zones” (Rujia wenhua baohuqu &%
< [~ {FEEh) (Zhang 2007, 281). Drawing analogies to Native American reserves
and the Amish community, Zhang makes the envisaged and extremely high
degree of homogeneity quite clear. But why is that so? Is a Confucian
community that would be as geographically disparate as, say, the community of
stamp collectors or the community of environmentalists, at all inconceivable?
Would such disparateness undermine the role of rituals (/i) and the possibility of
self-cultivation? It is interesting to note that in order to maintain an important
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role for rituals in a Confucian political conception, Kim has to distance them
from their community-binding character at the level of comprehensive
worldviews (i.e. as “bonding social capital”’) and refashion them as offering “a
constitutional forum for democratic deliberation and contestation that aims to
achieve the commonality of the public world” (i.e. as “bridging social capital”).'®
Kim himself speaks of a change in “the nature and scope of the /i” and of
“reinvent[ing]” the rituals as democratic civic virtues (Kim 2014, 116). In any
case, it seems that a more solid community/society distinction is required if
Confucianism may come to serve the dual function of a comprehensive doctrine
for a community of Confucians and of a thin political conception for a society
that, of necessity, includes non-Confucians and that may be called Confucian
only in a different, i.e., looser sense.

Rawls’ political liberalism, as Rorty and others have highlighted, is not merely
developed or deduced from one or another comprehensive liberalism, but rests on
an empirical claim, justifying the advocated political conception of justice in
terms of its “congruence with our deeper understanding of ourselves and our
aspirations, and our realization that, given our history and the traditions
embedded in our public life, it is the most reasonable doctrine for us” (Rawls
1980, 519). The quote suggests that a different group referring to itself as “us,”
with a different history and different traditions, may easily lay claim to a
different conception of justice and perhaps also to other versions of how
pluralism can be accommodated beyond the comprehensive—political distinction.
This is the trajectory Kim seems to pursue. But it is important to note that, in
Rawls’ case, the persistence of American political practices and institutions, i.e.,
of “political culture,” allowed him to posit an empirical claim. In contrast, any
Confucian claim towards a political conception with equal empirical footing

' Kim references Stephen C. Angle’s idea of “ritual minimalism” but applies the idea to

Rawlsian pluralism, as when he writes: “What renders East Asian societies that are internally
diverse Confucian is the distinctively Confucian character of their public culture—that is,
while subscribing to different moral, philosophical, and religious doctrines, citizens in East
Asia still largely share a Confucian public culture predicated on the social semiotics of
Confucian rituals. In other words, they might be Christian/Muslim/Buddhist as private
individuals, but they are, often unconsciously, Confucian (broadly understood) as public
citizens. More specifically, in East Asian societies, core Confucian values such as filiality
(xiaoti F133), trustworthiness (xin fﬁ), social harmony (/e A1), respect of the elderly (jinglao
) and respectful deference (cirang &f52) are widely cherished as public virtues independent
of an individual citizen’s self-chosen religious/cultural value system, and it is through the
continued practice of /i that these public virtues are socially available in those increasingly
pluralistic societies” (Kim 2014, 90). Of course, it remains an open question whether these
public virtues could be theorized so as to give expression to a normatively viable political
conception, for instance in view of their underlying emphasis on hierarchy and the priority of
the family. Or, from an inverse point of view, it could perhaps also be argued that these public
virtues are no less present and normatively appreciated in non-Confucian societies.
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seems far more difficult in the absence of any such similar practical and
institutional persistence. To make his case, Kim often speaks of “East Asian
societies,” but he is certainly right to focus on the example of South Korea as the
best candidate for a Confucian empirical reference (but also, it should not be
forgotten, widely acknowledged as a successful liberal democracy). The PRC
would not as easily lend itself as an example. For the PRC, any claim, it seems,
can at present be advanced only on the basis of normative, abstract principles.
Thus, with no empirical reference of public justification available and from a
very different viewpoint, Confucian political philosophy targeting the future of
the PRC may be condemned for some time to rely for its legitimacy only on
theory, and risk being removed from the social reality it wishes to apply to.

The challenge posed by the fact of pluralism appears to be much harder to
meet in a non-liberal society—if it can be met at all—other than by turning that
society into a liberal society of sorts.
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