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Abstract  Most research into ethical leadership depends on Western 
corporate experience, however current research findings may not fit the 
Chinese context. As a result, it is necessary to appeal to indigenous and 
traditional Chinese sources of wisdom when defining and evaluating ethical 
leadership in China. Both rule-following ethics and instrumental approaches, 
which are mainly used in recent empirical studies about ethical leadership, 
cannot enable people to have inner motivation to behave ethically. 
Accordingly, this article intends to establish an ethical leadership model in 
China by appealing to Confucian virtue ethics. A Confucian ethical leader 
possesses benevolence (ren 仁) inside and treats others in a proper way 
according to ritual and rites (li 禮). He/she makes self-cultivation as the first 
priority and is a virtuous role model, influencing others in a natural way by of 
his/her moral charisma. For such a person, economic profitableness is not a 
primary concern, where instead the goals, strategies and practices of his/her 
organization are defined by the principle of righteousness (yi 義). 
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1  Introduction 

Following a series of prominent ethical scandals in almost every type of 
organization in recent years throughout the world, increasing attention has 
been paid to the ideas of “managerial ethics,” “business ethics,” and 
“corporate social responsibility” (CSR) by scholars, governments, and 
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common people (Lamond 2007 and 2008). Over the last three decades, China 
has achieved remarkable economic growth and social transformation. The 
reform and opening up since the late 1970s has spurred people to pursue 
wealth and profit, and the accelerating process of globalization has created an 
unprecedented access for Chinese people to an environment with multiple 
values. Consequently, Chinese traditional values, virtues and norms have 
been greatly undermined due to the ruthless profit-minded orientation (Li 
2013a, 106). This has led to the rise of many unethical business practices in 
recent years—e.g. food safety scandals, environmental pollution, and neglect 
of labor rights. 

When scholars highlight the important role of management ethics or CSR, 
they actually place particular emphasis on leadership, because most of the 
time organizational leaders are responsible for unethical commercial 
practices and unethical values and beliefs within their organizational culture 
(Collins 2001; Krames 2003). Ethical issues in management are largely 
associated with how a leader leads an organization, especially how the leader 
makes decisions when facing ethical conflicts. While legislation is necessary, 
leadership may be the primary determinant in ethical action (Marsh 2013). 
Gini stresses, “The ethics of leadership—whether it be good or bad, positive 
or negative—affects the ethos of the workplace and thereby helps to form the 
ethical choices and decisions of the workers in the workplace” (Gini 1998, 
28). Therefore, the need for a moral approach to organizational leadership has 
become more and more pressing due to ethical difficulties, which have taken 
place in companies in China and other countries in recent years.  

Leadership is regarded as a highly context-based, complex result of 
dynamic interaction between the leader, followers, and the situation. There 
has been a surge of empirical research seeking to understand the influence of 
leaders in building ethical work practices (Brown and Treviño 2006). Initial 
theory and research work has tried to define ethical leadership and to describe 
some traits of it (Brown et al. 2005; Ciulla 2004; Enderle 1987; Gini 2004, 
Resick et al. 2006; Treviño et al. 2000; Treviño et al. 2003). Recent research 
has begun to explore influences on ethical leadership, such as employees’ job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, willingness to put in extra effort on 
the job, ethical climate, organizational culture, and so on (Neubert et al. 2009, 
Walumbwa and Schaubroeck 2009). Most recent empirical studies about 
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ethical leadership generally take one of two approaches. First, the normative 
approach is concerned with prescribing how an ethical leader “ought” or 
“should” behave in the workplace, and how a leader should influence 
employees in following moral rules or principles by setting ethical standards 
and using rewards and punishment to ensure those standards are followed (cf. 
Bass and Steidlmeier 1999; Ciulla 2004). Second, the instrumental approach 
concentrates on how ethical leadership affects employees’ behavior and 
therefore promotes the economic performance of an organization (cf. 
Bouckenooghe et al. 2015; Walumbwa et al. 2011). 

This paper proposes that Confucian virtue ethics provides a moral basis for 
ethical leadership in China and it intends to establish an ethical leadership 
model for China by appealing to Confucian virtue ethics.  

The logic of the argument is as follows: it is necessary to appeal to 
indigenous and traditional Chinese sources of wisdom when defining and 
evaluating ethical leadership in China. Confucian virtue ethics is widely 
recognized as the important and influential moral philosophy in China, and 
thus it is compatible with the managerial practices in a Chinese cultural 
context. A virtuous leader possesses benevolence (ren 仁) internally, and 
treats others in a proper way according to ritual and rites (li 禮). This 
virtuous leader makes self-cultivation the first priority, influencing others in a 
natural way with moral charisma. Economic profitability is not the virtuous 
leader’s first concern, and the goals, strategies, and practices of the 
organization are determined by the principle of righteousness (yi 義). 

2  Why Confucian Virtue Ethics? 

In the realm of ethics, both Confucian and Aristotelian thoughts can be seen 
as promoting virtue ethics (Gong 2010; Yu 1998). Virtue ethics focuses on 
“what kind of person one should become,” putting one’s inner goodness 
rather than his/her acts or external rules at the center of its theory, and it 
encourages people to search for good and be a good person throughout the 
whole of life. Unlike virtue ethics, other modern normative ethical theories 
mainly concern “what acts are good.” Utilitarianism stresses the moral value 
of actions as determined by their consequences, while deontology, a type of 
rule-following ethics, evaluates the value of actions based on the universal 
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moral principles that they should follow. 
Since modern times, coinciding with the establishment of capitalism and 

market economy, utility has become central to modern society. The 
maximization of profit in market economies, and hence the pursuit of utility, 
is of overwhelming significance. All relationships in market economies, even 
familial and friend relationships tend to be simplified as benefit exchange. 
When people treat benefit as a supreme consideration for action and the 
standard for judgments between good and bad, between useful and useless, 
utilitarianism prevails in society and virtue has eliminated from core social 
values. Besides utilitarianism, normative ethics—which represents equality, 
universality, rationality and efficiency—is highly stressed, for these 
characteristics are more suitable for the democratic structure and social needs 
of most modern countries. However, it is not enough for modern society to 
merely have laws and rules, and it is also not enough for organizational 
leaders only to emphasize establishing and enforcing ethical rules. Virtues are 
of major importance in the continual development of human civilization and 
attainment of harmony in human society.  

As previously mentioned, two approaches to advocating ethical leadership 
can be found in most of the existing research about leadership ethics. One is 
rule-following ethics, which requires business leaders to fulfill their moral 
duty and responsibility by following relevant social norms or moral standards. 
The other is utilitarianism, which highlights the beneficial consequences of 
being an ethical leader—namely, it will improve the performance of 
employees. However, both approaches are not able to make sense of the 
importance of morality and thus good practice (Jackson 1996). When a leader 
does not change moral duties or rules into their internal demands, but treats 
these duties as the external demands of professional duties, they have no 
inner motivation to behave ethically. As Gong Qun claim, “The difference 
between virtues and external rules lies in that the former is the manifestation 
of an individual’s good character whereas the latter is no more than an 
instrument to reach a goal” (Gong 2010, 260). Professional moral demands 
and professional leadership skills are means for organizational leaders to 
fulfill professional tasks, but they do not guarantee that leaders are authentic 
good people. Pollard and Bennis maintain that “while rules may bring a 
higher standard of accountability and add the ‘stick’ of more penalties, they 
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cannot determine the honesty, character, or integrity of the people involved” 
(Pollard and Bennis 2005, 14). Virtue ethics is concerned with “being a good 
person,” and it requires one to treat duty and responsibility as one’s internal 
requirement, such that one will follow the ethical rules voluntarily without 
counting on any external motivation. 

At present, scholars are beginning to focus on virtue ethics and to call 
attention to cultural traditions. This is all reflective of the drive of modern 
people to seek moral and cultural salvation, as many have a great deal of 
confusion and disappointment about prevailing modern values, standards, and 
practices within mainstream normative ethics. In recent years, there has been 
an increasing interest in virtue ethics and its application to business (Hartman 
2008; Koehn 1995; Solomon 1992 and 2003; Whestone 2001). Morrell and 
Clark explain, “virtue ethics has at its heart the habits and character of key 
actors—who become virtuous through carrying out right actions,” such that a 
virtuous leader will rarely conduct themselves in a way that violates their 
inner value standards (Morrell and Clark 2010, 257). When caught in an 
internal struggle, “the determining factor is nothing less than the strengths 
and the weaknesses of your character” (Gough 1998, 43). Quinn (2004) 
maintains that when leaders become more inwardly focused on their values, 
these values will significantly impact organizational behavior. Virtue ethics 
enables business leaders to ask themselves what kind of people they become 
through their actions, how their decisions affect the value and the lives of 
others, what kind of organizational culture they should build, and what 
business goals they should set (Fontrodona et al. 2013). Undoubtedly, virtues 
in modern societies are very different from those in ancient societies, and 
hence it is not necessary to inherit the Confucian or Aristotelian virtues as a 
whole. Nevertheless, virtue ethics can offer new insights to business leaders 
regarding their responsibilities toward themselves, their families, their 
employees, the business community, and toward society at large.  

Ancient China and its moral civilization used to have the good reputation, 
but now is weathering the continuous impact of market valuation, and the 
whole society’s moral standard and moral life need to be further improved. In 
China, there is a rising concern about the apparent absence of business ethics 
(Ip 2011). Although there has been much research on ethical leadership in the 
past two decades (see Brown and Treviño 2006), ethical leadership research 
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efforts are largely Western-oriented (Chan 2007). These exotic concepts and 
approaches for building ethical leadership contain some theoretical elements 
do not accord with the Chinese reality, values, and culture. Therefore, it is 
difficult for these approaches to resonate such that they might be fully 
understood and accepted by Chinese leaders (Wang and Juslin 2009). 

 It is necessary to build leadership ethics by appealing to indigenous and 
traditional Chinese sources of wisdom (Li 2013a), especially Confucian 
philosophy. This is largely due to Chinese cultural values still being the most 
significant factor in determining and shaping Chinese business practices, 
despite the global homogenizing of organizational processes, managerial 
practices, and leadership styles (Li 2013b; Liu 2009; Redding 1990; Wah 
2010; Warner 2008). The process of the formation and transformation of 
Chinese management styles has been marked by some ingrained factors 
relating to traditional Chinese value systems, and therefore Chinese 
leadership research cannot be isolated from the Chinese cultural context. 
Furthermore, a significant quality of many management approaches that are 
rooted authentically in Chinese cultural values is the inseparability of ethics 
from the practice of leadership (Chen and Lee 2008). It is undeniable that 
Confucian moral philosophy has strongly influenced the moral value system 
of Chinese culture, forms its backbone for more than 2,000 years (Fan 2000; 
Laurence et al. 1995; Pang et al. 1998). Thus, seeking wisdom and inspiration 
from traditional Chinese virtue ethics is a path that people turn to with the 
expectation that it can solove the moral dilemmas found in Chinese society 
today.  

Confucian ethics is characterized by the promotion of virtues, including 
benevolence, compassion, righteousness, trustworthiness, moderation, ritual 
propriety, and so on; and it has had significant influence on all aspects of 
people’s life in China for over two millennia. Confucian philosophy is 
characterized by different schools of thought. Within its ancient development, 
the most important thinker is Confucius (Kongzi or Kongfuzi, 551–479 BC), 
and behind him Mencius (Mengzi, 372–289 BC) and Xunzi (313–238 BC) 
also stand as very influential Confucian thinkers. Classical Confucianism was 
revitalized between the thirteen to fifteenth centuries by Neo-Confucianism, 
which attempted to create a more rational and secular form of Confucianism. 
This article will primarily focus on the moral thoughts of these classical 
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Confucians, as their philosophies collectively form the source and foundation 
for many subsequent and more complicated expressions of Confucian 
thought.  

Although one’s moral development and self-cultivation in relationships is 
the focus of Confucianism, Confucian virtue ethics is not limited to the 
perfection of one’s personal virtue (xiushen 修身 ), and the continuous 
refinement of personal virtue will lead to extended effects over time—namely, 
families become well regulated (qijia 齊家 ), and states become well 
governed (zhiguo 治國), resulting in harmony flourishing throughout the 
world (ping tianxia 平天下) (The Great Learning). Therefore, “Wishing to 
govern their states, they first regulated their families. Wishing to regulate 
their families, they first cultivated their personal lives” (Tu 2001, 248). 
Rather than standing opposite subordinate members of the organization and 
focusing on managing and controlling them as pure objects (just as most 
Western management or leadership theories do), when it comes to being an 
ethical leader in Chinese context the most fundamental concern is 
self-cultivation and self-regulation, resulting in people being influenced 
spontaneously. Organizational members thus learn from their leaders and try 
to be more virtuous, thereby establishing a moral atmosphere and making it 
possible to attain the ultimate goal of an organization—that is, people could 
be exhibit a greater inner morality and society overall could be more 
harmonious.  

3  Possessing Ren Inwardly and Practicing Li Outwardly 

“Ren” is the core concept of Confucian virtue ethics. The term ren consists of 
two components: “human” and “two,” which refers to humans in 
relationships. Besides its common translation as benevolence and humanity, 
ren is also translated as “goodness” (Slingerland 2006, 5), and in The 
Analects (Lunyu 論語), the emphasis is particularly on moral goodness (Yu 
2009). Ren is generally described as a comprehensive virtue in many 
passages of The Analects, one that includes a number of moral qualities, such 
as being wise, trustworthy, courageous, unbending, loyal, and so on; and it 
determines those qualities’ overall goodness. While Confucius does not give 
a clear definition of the term, two fundamental descriptions characterize ren: 
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“to love others” (ren zhe ai ren 仁者愛人) (Analects 12.22) and “to return to 
li” (keji fuli wei ren 克己複禮爲仁) (Analects 12.1). 

To be a virtuous person with inner ren primarily means being a social 
person. One can only recognize oneself in relationship to other people within 
a society, and ren can only be defined and realized through relationships and 
interactions with others. Being characterized as a demand “to love others,” 
ren involves an altruistic concern for others and reflects the benevolent part 
of human emotions (Li 2008). Confucians define ren in fundamentally social 
terms. In Athenian philosophy, the word virtue (arete) is associated with 
aristos, which means the goodness of a kind of thing. For Aristotle, 
“something’s virtue is relative to its own proper function (ergon)” (Aristotle 
1985, 17). In other words, a virtuous thing is a thing that fulfills its function 
excellently, such that if something performs its function well, then it can be 
regarded as virtuous. As far as human beings are concerned, virtue is a state 
that makes a human being good and makes that person perform their 
functions well (Aristotle 1985). Hence, as Yu (1998) summarizes, Aristotelian 
virtue (arete) is related to human function, while Confucian virtue is 
associated with human relations. Put another way, Aristotelian virtue hinges 
on practical wisdom, while ren is contingent on filial love.  

Unlike Mozi (468–376 BC) and his theory of universal love for all on the 
one hand, and Christianity, which advocates love for everyone including 
one’s enemy, on the other, Confucian love is graded according to the 
proximity and distance of each relationship. Since there is a hierarchy of 
everything that exists in the universe naturally following the dao 道—the 
basic law of the universe—to deny the gradation of relationships is to 
obstruct the path of humanity and righteousness and may even destroy the 
harmony of all things (Li 2013a, 112). Recognizing people in hierarchical 
relationship means that each person has their own roles to play within social 
networks, and social harmony depends on fulfilling roles properly in an 
appropriate sequence. For a virtuous person, the fulfillment of ren occurs by 
conducting oneself morally according to the principle of li. 

Li originally refers to the rules concerning rituals or ceremonies involved 
in religious affairs. Within Confucianism, it contains both detailed social 
regulations and abstract moral principles. Moral behavior requires a code of 
conduct, as morality is not only something abstract, but also consists in action, 
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which affects the welfare of others, and this action should express an 
appropriate attitude towards other people. Li is the specifically humanizing 
form of the dynamic person-to-person relationships (Fingarette 1998, 7). As a 
virtue concerned with loving others, ren must be realized through li, which 
prescribes a proper way of dealing with others, and its core is a humane 
social hierarchy modeled on family relationships. As The Analects declares, 
“Let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, the son a 
son” 君君、臣臣、父父、子子  (Analects 12.11). Li regulates how 
relationships—including ruler-subject, father-son, husband-wife, and 
friend-friend relationships—should unfold and specify the social norms of 
polite conduct when interacting with others. For example, The Analects 
describes Confucius thusly: “At court, in conversation with lower officials, 
he was congenial; in conversation with higher officers, he was 
straightforward yet respectful; in the presence of the ruler, he walked with 
quick steps, yet evenly.”1  

However, li is not merely a rule or a formality; it indicates a pattern of 
behavior that is the manifestation of human virtue (ren). Conformity to li 
without inner virtue can only be a superficial formality without any human 
goodness, for as Confucius asks, “what has a person who is not ren got to do 
with observing li?”2 A person who is not virtuous but seemingly obeys some 
ethical rules is, according to Confucius, a hypocrite (xiangyuan 鄉願). 
Moreover, li comes from the inherent requirements of morality, and as a code 
of conduct it is manifest in moral behavior—a virtuous person with inner ren 
will consciously and willingly behave by complying with li.   

Confucius claims that ren means a “return to li.” Confucius requires people 
to return to li, rather than merely to comply with li. The difference between 
Confucian Zhou li and Aristotle’s ethos is that, Confucius believes that Zhou 
li has a divinity that is derived from the heavens (tian 天), while ethos refers 
to prevailing social customs and conventions. For Confucius, being a virtuous 
person can be understood as a consequence of returning to li. Meanwhile for 
Aristotle, in order to be a good person, reason must stand as the ultimate 
determinant of action, where one must maintain a reflective attitude toward 
                                                               
1 From Analects 10.2, “朝，與下大夫言，侃侃如也；與上大夫言，訚訚如也。君在，踧踖如也，

與與如也.”  
2 From Analects 3.3, “人而不仁，如禮何？” 
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social norms. To “return” is not simply to go back, but to hold onto the 
authentic spirit and essence of li in the state of Zhou.3 For Confucians, li is 
not something static that lasts forever. Instead, it should change according to 
concrete situations and contexts, where “The most important trait of li is that, 
it advances with the times.”4 As an external formality, li is changeable, while 
its internal content, ren, is stable. 

The concepts of ren and li are directly associated with the Confucian 
“Golden Rule”—“Do not impose upon others what you yourself do not 
want”5—which plays a crucial role in Confucianism. It admonishes people to 
think and consider things carefully from the recipient’s point of view with 
empathy before acting. A more detailed description of this Golden Rule can 
be found in The Great Learning (Daxue 大學):  

 
What you dislike in the way your superior treats you, do not treat your 
inferior in the same way; what you dislike in the way your inferior treats 
you, do not treat your superior in the same way; if you dislike the way 
those who are before you do to you, do not do the same way to treat those 
who are behind you … this is what is called the principle to regulate one’s 
conduct.6  
 

This passage offers clear instruction for hierarchical situations, and it requires 
one to understand and be located one’s role in hierarchical relationships, 
which thereby allows for regulation of behavior according to one’s role and 
responsibility. It is obvious that the higher one is in the relationship, the more 
responsibility and moral awareness they should have. 

As ren embodies several derivative (but also important) Confucian virtues, 
a person with the virtue of ren will also be a person who manifests tolerance, 
trustworthiness, wisdom, and sincerity as concerns the welfare of others. 
Confucian ethical leaders with inner ren should regulate their conduct if they 

                                                               
3 Confucius has a profound commitment to the li of the Zhou dynasty (from ca. 1122 BCE), as 
he believes that the social turmoil of his times was due to the loss of the traditional values of 
the Zhou culture and that Zhou li is the ideal way to reconstruct the ethical and political order.  
4 From The Book of Rites (Liji 礼记): “禮，時爲大.” 
5 From Analects 12.2, “己所不欲，勿施於人.” 
6 From the Great Learning, “所惡於上，毋以使下；所惡於下，毋以事上；所惡於前，毋以先後；

所惡於後，毋以從前；…… 此之謂絜矩之道.” 
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are conscious that their action or decision may hurt others. Romar (2002) 
argues that Confucianism can make organizations more humane if ren is 
endorsed by leaders and becomes both a primary leadership characteristic and 
underling belief. To restore all of the ancient principles of li and to require 
their application in contemporary China is unnecessary and even 
ludicrous—for example, the Confucian Three Cardinal Guides7 are surely 
obsolete nowadays. There is little doubt that the principles of li in 
contemporary China should have new connotations, but the essence is still 
the same: one should do what is proper to fulfill one’s position in a society, 
and one should act properly in relationship to show one’s respect to others, 
thereby manifesting and develop one’s inner benevolence. So a virtuous 
leader in an organization should well understand their role, task, and 
responsibilities and they should thus find a proper way of acting in the course 
of management. A virtuous leader should therefore know how to rectify their 
mind and attitudes and align with standards for appropriate behavior in 
accordance with their position and situation. 

4  Cultivating the Moral Self in Interpersonal Relationships 

As a general virtue, ren means “to return to li,” and this is premised on the 
condition that one must first of all restrain and discipline the “self.”8 The 
concept of the self is central to Western philosophy as well. For the 
mainstream of the Western philosophy, especially in recent years, the self is 
characteristically egocentric (Macmurray 1957), because it takes the self as a 
constant and unchanging substance by which each individual is identified, 
and the self is conceived of as the subject that is differentiated from and 
opposed to the rest of the world (Yao 1996). Confucian philosophy also pays 
a great deal of attention to the conception of the self and the Confucian self is 
essentially conceptualized in terms moral relationships, emphasizing it in 
relation to both human society and the whole universe.  

As regards the notion of self-cultivation, “the self is that which engages 
itself with people and things in the world but which is also reflected upon for 
                                                               
7 The Confucian Three Cardinal Guides: the subject must subordinate to the ruler; the son 
must subordinate to the father; the wife must subordinate to the husband. 
8 From Analects 12.1, “克己複禮爲仁.” 
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improvement and transformation from a reflective point of view that arises 
from the active self” (Cheng 2004, 126). Confucians from Mencius to Wang 
Yangming (1472–1529) all have maintained that the inherent goodness (ren) 
within human nature to be the basis of self-cultivation. Self-cultivation for 
Confucians is not just about theoretical discourse, but more importantly, it is 
about internalizing ethical principles (li) and turning them into an intuitive 
response or spontaneous action. There are two directions for a person in 
undertaking self-cultivation. Inwardly, one must constrain oneself according 
to the principle of li in order to improve the virtue of ren. Meanwhile, 
outwardly, one should actively practice ren in relationships, which is to say 
that one can only realize oneself by helping others around oneself achieve 
such realization. On this topic, The Analects advises “if one wants to 
establish oneself, it should establish others; if one wants to perfect oneself, it 
should perfect others—that is a person of ren should be.”9  

The self is the starting point for one becoming acquainted with moral 
relationships in one’s surroundings. This means that if one wants to 
comprehend others, one has to “return to seek in oneself (fanqiuzhuji 反求諸

己)” and draw on empathy, rather than drawing a distinct line between 
oneself and others and making oneself an observer who might know others 
from a relatively objective standpoint. Moreover, the identity of each person 
does not depend on each person’s independent existence, but rests in their 
relations to other people, to social communities, and to cosmic principles. 
The self is not a static substance, but rather it opens to various possibilities. 
The part of the self that is in the making—i.e. that is in the process of 
becoming—gives rise to a self-developing process, and the self grows 
through subjective and objective activities. One’s self-identity is extended 
from the past to the present to the future, where although there are heavenly 
principles embodied naturally in human nature, the self is on the way to 
change. In light of the relational nature of moral cultivation as a process that 
is conducted with others, the self should not be regarded as being like a 
single tune that is endlessly repeated throughout a lifespan. A continually 
self-cultivating person will refine themselves in concrete yet changing 
contexts for life, although such a person will exhibit stability when it comes 

                                                               
9 From Analects 6.30, “夫仁者，己欲立而立人，己欲達而達人.” 
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to major value standards.  
Some Western philosophers, who are to a certain extent represented by 

Descartes, may assert that the self is the soul, which can deliberate and 
meditate, and therefore is differentiated from one’s physical reality. On the 
contrary, the Confucian self is seldom conceived of as something only 
perceives and thinks. The Confucian self is always related to one’s 
performance, and it is not necessary to separate the mind and the body in 
order to establish the conception of the self (Yao 1996). For Confucians, the 
self is grounded in the unity between one’s private self and the relational self 
in the unfolding of practice, which is to say between one’s private life and 
one’s public life and between one’s self-evaluation and the judgments of 
others.  

To cultivate the self, it is not necessary for one to escape from the secular 
world as many Buddhists maitian, or to totally forget or even discard the self 
in order to blend into all the creatures as some Taoists like to do. For 
Confucians, the key to the process of self-development is “being active” 
rather than “being negative,” “being sincere to one’s heart/mind (cheng 誠)” 
rather than “being hypocritical,” and “relating to one’s social commitment” 
rather than “isolating oneself as an atom.” As a moral concept, the 
significance of the self manifests in a process of cultivating one’s virtues 
(such as ren and li) that can be improved only through one’s devotion to 
social and righteous activities.  

Mainstream contemporary theories of management and leadership tend to 
put managers and employees—leaders and followers—in opposing positions, 
and they give suggestions mainly from the perspective of managers and 
leaders who are studying how control and motivate employees effectively in 
order to achieve organizational goals. The assumption behind these theories 
is that the effectiveness of leadership is determined more by leadership styles, 
which might be studied, summarized, trained, and these theories rarely give 
attention to “what kind of person should a leader be,” especially in the moral 
sense. Traditional Confucians advocate making “self-cultivation” the main 
focus of leadership, regarding the managerial process as a process of 
self-cultivation. A virtuous leader will not pay attention mainly to 
subordinates and will not make great efforts to develop rules, plans, and 
procedures to control, supervise, reward, and punish people. However, they 
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will start by cultivating and regulating themselves. 
However, for a Confucian leader, it is quite narrow-minded merely to 

pursue a project of self-realization aiming at becoming a noble person. Being 
a Confucian leader also implies that one should take on the social 
responsibility that is bestowed by one’s social/professional position. 
Self-cultivation is the basic foundation of being a noble person, but it is not 
the end—the inherent requirement of being a virtuous person is to transcend 
self-centeredness. Because one’s virtue is constantly developed through 
interactions with others, perfecting oneself also means to perfect others. This 
is what Confucius expresses when he says that the “noble person (junzi 君子) 
cultivates themselves so as to enable others to live in peace.”10 The ultimate 
goal of cultivating oneself is to bring about harmony for the whole of society 
by enabling others to be spiritually fulfilled and peaceful. This dual process 
of “inner cultivation” and “outer influence” makes up China’s highly 
regarded “inner sage and outer ruler (nei sheng wai wang 內聖外王)” method 
of leadership. 

5  Being a Virtuous Role Model 

Generally ren means “to love others.” Nevertheless, it has roots in the love 
that one has toward one’s own parents and brothers. “Filial piety and 
brotherly love are the roots of ren,”11 for Confucius, and these roots have the 
most important value, because “once the roots are established, the dao12 will 
grow therefrom.”13 Kinship refers to the core relationships of a person, and 
therefore one can clearly recognize one’s “self” in this relationship. In 
addition, kinship involves a natural hierarchy, and through it natural authority 
in relationships is established, where “its extension/expansion to other social 
relations naturalizes the idea of hierarchy and authority in the wider society” 
(Yu 1998, 332). 

To love one’s parents and family members first and foremost does not 

                                                               
10 From Analects 14.42, “（君子）…… 修己以安人.” 
11 From Analects 1.2, “孝弟也者，其爲仁之本與.” 
12 The dao here may stress the dao (the way) of the human society instead of the dao of the 
natural world. 
13 From Analects 2.1, “君子務本，本立而道生.” 
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mean drawing a definite and strict boundary between one’s family and 
strangers. As mentioned above, Confucians do not approve of the idea of love 
occuring equally—a person cannot love strangers as much as love one’s own 
parents, and a person cannot love an enemy as much as love one’s 
friends—that is the natural sentiment of human beings. Although ren 
emphasizes the filial love and the proximity of relationship, as a virtue 
concerned with “loving others,” it provides an inner ground for altruism. 
Family love is the ethical basis for loving the whole of society, and one’s love 
is always directed to people in their circle. A person of ren starts with loving 
their parents, and then their love will expand to others gradually. As The 
Analects maintains, “The young should behave with filial piety at home, and 
behave with brotherly love in community,”14 such that eventually, for a 
virtuous person “all within the four seas are his brothers.”15 As for how to 
love others, proper behavior must be regulated by li, and one can be fully 
good only when one conforms to li out of love. In contrast, for Aristotle, 
social love and friendship are an extension of one’s self-love instead of 
family love: “The defining features of friendship that are found in friendship 
to one’s neighbors would seem to be derived from features of friendship 
toward oneself” (Aristotle 1985, 1–2). All forms of love must be understood 
in the context of self-love, and a good person must love themselves, where 
one who exhibits self-love is obedient to the voice of reason within and lives 
life in accordance with rationality.  

Although both are virtue ethics, one of the main differences between 
Aristotle’s and Confucius’ moral philosophies, is that the latter emphasizes 
the educational use of role modeling (Yu 1998). Confucius would expect the 
rulers to be not only leaders, but also teachers and exemplars. To wit: “If the 
ruler himself is upright, people will go well even though he does not give 
orders; if the ruler himself is dishonest, people will not follow even though he 
does give orders.”16 A ruler could influence people not only because they 
hold the political power, but also because they have authentic virtue and 
decent behavior, and consequently he is an ethical model for them. 

For Confucians, there is, similar to the social love, an extension of family 
                                                               
14 From Analects 1.6, “弟子入則孝，出則弟.” 
15 From Analects 12.5, “四海之內，皆兄弟也.” 
16 From Analects 13.6, “其身正，不令而行；其身不正，雖令不從.” 
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love, where public education is also an extension of family education. The 
Chinese word for “education” is composed of two words: teaching (jiao 教) 
and nurturing (yu 育), which conveys the idea that education takes place not 
simply for the purpose of teaching knowledge, but that it occurs with the goal 
of shaping correct behavior patterns in order to internalize them as part of 
one’s character. Thus, a teacher’s duty is not merely to teach, but also to serve 
as a model of ethical behavior. Traditionally, the role of a teacher is not 
necessarily played by professionals, as a person can be taught by his parents, 
elder family members, the ancient sages and the noble people surrounding 
him, and so forth, where one is required to respect all those who teach him as 
father-like. So in China, a teacher is called “teacher-father (shi fu 師父),” and 
just as the old saying goes, “A teacher of one day makes a father for one’s all 
life.”17 Government officials are called “parent officers (fumu guan 父母

官),” and the head of the state is called “the state father (guofu 國父).” In a 
family, a father holds the highest authority, while more importantly, he is seen 
as an educator, as the proverb says “It is a fault for a father only to give birth 
to and bring up children but not to educate them.”18 Because a ruler of a 
country is always established with a father-like image, he is expected to love 
his subjects as his own children, and therefore, he has the duty to be a role 
model to them and to educate them. For Confucians, the function of a ruler is 
not only to order, but also to serve as an ethical model for the people, with the 
latter being even more important.  

Society is an extended school as well as an extended family. Hence, 
hierarchical relationships in society are “a model-copy relationship of 
behaviors and each form can be reduced to a teacher-pupil relationship, 
which is in turn reduced to a father-son relationship” (Yu 1998, 338). Those 
who are superior are supposed to be exemplars for subordinates and juniors 
to follow and to emulate, meaning that the superior’s ethical quality is of 
extremely importance. Good rulers, like good parents, influence their subjects 
by their moral force. Confucius regards the ruler as being like the North 
Star—such a ruler does not need to control the people actively, as his virtue 
will influence them naturally—“the North Star only dwells in its place while 
                                                               
17 “一日爲師，終生爲父。” 
18 “養不教，父之過。” 
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other stars will revolve around it.”19 A ruler’s goodness can modify the 
nature of the people, just like wind over grass: grass will always follow the 
direction of the wind,20 so if a ruler wants to be good, the people will 
likewise be good.  

Leadership ethics in many Western countries tends to emphasize the 
development of, and adherence to, ethical rules and specific regulations. On 
the contrary, Confucius seems to de-emphasize the role of laws and rules 
(Woods and Lamond 2011). For him, the basic principle of governing is “to 
guide people by virtue, and keep them in line with li,”21 instead of resorting 
to law and punishment, because if people are regulated by law and 
punishment, they will just be evasive and actually have no inner sense of 
shame. If they are guided by virtue and regulated by li, they will have a sense 
of shame and then rectify themselves voluntarily. It is much more important 
to change people’s values than to correct their outer behavior alone. 
Confucius regards the law as a tool of last resort, where frequent and 
heavy-handed legal compulsion may be a sign that the ruling group of a given 
society is either ineffective or corrupt.  

To put Confucius’ message in a contemporary framework, a leader’s moral 
charisma should be emphasized strongly. Pseudo-transformational leadership 
(Barling et al. 2008) and unethical charismatic leadership are each extremely 
dangerous because of their unethical or self-serving purposes that unfold 
under the guise of seemingly inspirational leading ability. In focusing on 
self-interest, an unethical charismatic or pseudo-transformational leader is 
more driven to become a personal idol rather than in realizing the collective 
ideals that might benefit their followers or other people in the society. They 
are the “successful” role model for their followers, but the more “successful” 
they are, the worse results they may bring for their organization and for 
society as a whole. Conspicuous greed and selfishness in the leader of an 
organization will create an atmosphere of immorality that encourages apathy 
and acquisitive actions among those below, while a virtuous leader will 
genuinely nurture the overall moral character and attitudes of their 
organization’s members.  
                                                               
19 From Analects 2.1, “子曰：爲政以德，譬如北辰，居其所而衆星共之.” 
20 From Analects 12.19, “子欲善而民善矣。君子之德風，小人之德草，草上之風必偃.” 
21 From Analects 2.3, “道之以政，齊之以刑，民免而無恥；道之以德，齊之以禮，有恥且格.” 
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6  Valuing Yi above Profitableness 

The struggle between the pursuit of material interest and adherence to moral 
values is a perennial difficulty for human beings. In today’s world, business 
leaders are always urged to visualize the potential material benefit of business 
management, and a business leader’s competence is directly related to 
whether they are able to make profit. There are many business leaders who 
may agree that “greed is good,” as it leads to more efficient wealth 
production (Woods and Lamond 2011), and in this context, people in the 
business world, even students in business school, are unashamed when 
declaring that their goal is to get rich (Wood et al. 1988). 

Regarding the morality of market transactions, both Confucius and 
Mencius have an apparently negative attitude towards desires for making 
profit in business activities. Confucians constantly associate “profit” with the 
“inferior people (xiaoren 小人).” Confucius says, “the junzi is conversant 
with yi; the inferior man is conversant with profit.”22 Mencius once rebuked 
a king by asking, “what is the point of mentioning the word ‘profit’? All that 
matters is that there should be ren and yi.”23 The Great Learning also states 
that “financial profit is not considered as real profit whereas righteousness is 
considered the real profit” (Chan 1963, 94). A junzi, or say, noble person is 
one who devotes himself to actualizing Confucian cardinal virtues at any cost 
to personal benefit. But a junzi is not merely a thinker, and instead improves 
his virtues in concrete human relationships. Some business leaders still 
maintain that the figure of the junzi should be regarded as the ideal of 
personal integrity in China today (Chen and Lee 2008). 

However, it should be noted that Confucians did not disparage profit, 
especially business profit, as a whole (Li 2013a). Confucius says, “Wealth 
and rank are what people desire, but unless get them in proper way the junzi 
will not accept it. Poverty and disgrace are what people dislike, but if they 
cannot be avoided in the proper way, a junzi will not escape from it.”24 
Confucians require people think of righteousness when seeing the 

                                                               
22 From Analects 4.16, “君子喻于義，小人喻於利.” 
23 From Mencius 1A1, “何必曰利？亦有仁義而已矣.” 
24 From Analects 4.5, “富與貴，是人之所欲也，不以其道得之，不處也；貧與賤，是人之所惡也，

不以其道得之，不去也.” 
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opportunity for gain and profit. If the possible acquisition of wealth is in line 
with righteousness, there is no reason to prohibit people from pursuing it, for 
as Confucius says, “If wealth could be achieved by proper ways, even though 
I would have to serve as a groom holding a whip in the marketplace, I would 
gladly do it. But if it cannot be achieved properly, I will follow my own 
ethical value.”25 

Hence, while Confucius and Mencius clearly distinguished between 
“righteousness” and “profitableness,” they did not identify an absolute 
contradiction between the two. When Confucius’ student Zigong asked “Poor 
without being obsequious and wealthy without being arrogant, what do you 
think of this saying?” Confucius answered, “That will do, but better still 
‘Poor yet delighting in the dao and wealthy yet observant of the li.’”26 
Therefore, where profit-making activities are not for selfish and instrumental 
purposes, and where they occur for the good of others or for the whole 
community, profit itself is not the target of condemnation for Confucius (Li 
2013a). Classical Confucians exhort people to strive to attain human virtues, 
and profitableness should not be one’s primary or exclusive goal of life. 
Conforming to the ideal of righteousness is the prerequisite for profit. 

It may be difficult for many profit-oriented business leaders to comprehend 
that profit should give way to moral considerations, but the effective 
management of people must focus on more than just profit (Woods and 
Lamond 2011), otherwise it will lead to what Marx calls “human alienation,” 
where people become slaves to economic profits and lose their humanity. 
Surendra Arjoon (2000) tries to justify virtue by showing that profit may be 
increased through developing people’s virtue. However, for Confucians, if 
one’s virtue is used as a means to acquire benefit, then that peron is not an 
authentically virtuous person. In Trust in the Balance, Shaw argues that trust 
is a resource, a “collective capital,” which can be used to obtain great 
advantage (Shaw 1997, 3). He advocates trust mainly because organizations 
have to adapt to today’s business environment, where trust can bring benefit, 
so it is good. But for Confucian leaders, we develop certain virtues not 
because of any profit motive, but merely because it is good and leads to a 
                                                               
25 From Analects 7.11, “富而可求也，雖執鞭之士，吾亦爲之；如不可求，從吾所好.” 
26 From Analects 1.15, “子貢曰：‘貧而無諂，富而無嬌，何如？’ 子曰：‘可也。未若貧而樂，富

而好禮者也.’” 
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good society. Thus, corporate social responsibility, for Confucian leaders, is 
not something should be done passively and hypocritically, but something 
that needs to be taken up actively and sincerely as a consequence of inner 
virtue. 

A Confucian ethical leader will regard moral attainment as more important 
than material wellbeing, and use moral values to regulate decision-making 
within an enterprise instead of a short-term focus on material gain. In fact, it 
is not entirely romantic and utopian to propose the idea of Confucian ethical 
leadership in China, for, since the Ming and Qing dynasties, there have been 
Chinese merchants who sought to combine “business” with “Confucianism,” 
thus being called “Confucian merchants” (or “Confucian entrepreneurs”). 
These “Confucian merchants” take Confucian virtue ethics as the guideline 
for doing business. However, in China, the number of Confucian 
entrepreneurs underwent a major decline in the past decades due to the 
political and economic reasons. Inner moral requirements were replaced by 
obligatory responsibilities that are authorized by the government. Since 
China’s reform and opening up, the question of how to maximize profitability 
has become the first concern for most entrepreneurs, and instrumental 
rationality has come to dominate, while Confucianism has kept losing stature. 

Cheung and King’s (2004) empirical research shows that for today’s 
Confucian entrepreneurs, who own businesses and harbor the moral values of 
Confucianism, moral virtues are not pursued for the sake of generating 
economic profit, but as ends in themselves. Although the prevalent trends in 
the contemporary business world are reducing all social phenomena to 
rational calculations or undertaking moral actions for utilitarian reasons, 
Confucian entrepreneurs try to “encapsulate their profit-making activities 
within the boundaries of their moral beliefs” (Cheung and King 2004, 258), 
even if this way of doing business can be very costly. 

7  Conclusion 

Based on Confucian virtue ethics, Confucian ethical leadership is a practical 
ideal with Chinese characteristics. From the above, we define Confucian 
ethical leadership as leaders upholding Confucian moral thinking by 
cultivating their internal virtues, making a stable psychological contract with 



YUAN Li 606

members in their organization, forming the shared values of the organization, 
strengthening organizational cohesion, ensuring that organizational decisions 
are made ethically, and therefore realizing the common good of the 
organization and also that of society. 

Specifically, Confucian ethical leaders are expected to regulate their 
behavior by prioritizing adherence to the virtues of ren, li, yi, and so on above 
business profitability, and by formulating the goals, strategies, and 
constitutions of the organization in accordance with ren, yi, and li. They make 
refining and cultivating their inner virtue and regulating their own behavior 
the first priority, rather than spending most of their time and effort on making 
rules to control others. If one is an ideal role model, one’s moral charisma 
will naturally influence others and then establish a consistent moral 
atmosphere in organization, thereby allowing organizational members to 
become more virtuous and behave in a more ethical way.  

Confucian leaders bring Confucianism into business and gain profits 
through righteousness. They seek shared benefit for the whole of society. 
They cultivate their morality and conduct business ethically. They establish 
education institutions and pledge themselves in education. Even though 
nowadays in China authentic Confucian entrepreneurs are few in number and 
even though they often have to meet the challenges of the mainstream 
marketplace, they deserve to be studied and paid more attention as part of the 
aim of promoting more ethical businesspeople and leaders. 

It cannot be denied that it is difficult to give virtue ethics ultimate criteria 
when for evaluating leaders in the way that rule-based ethics can justify a 
leader’s action in terms of established moral principles and in the way that 
utilitarian ethics can easily evaluate a leader by the business profits they can 
acquire. In spite of this difficulty, virtue ethics can still offer an alternative or 
complementary way for us to think and evaluate what kind of leadership is 
“good” in the long run for society as a whole. 

Although traditional thinking and values as a whole has been greatly 
diluted in the past decades, Confucian virtue ethics are not totally outdated 
and cannot be abandoned in China’s contemporary business world, for 
Confucian thinking does still play an ideal role for many people. The research 
of Gao and his colleagues (2008) shows that, among 171 MBA students in 
Shanghai who were required to nominate their leadership ideals, over 34% 
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students suggested the virtuous leader as the ideal, which stood as the most 
popular response, followed by the transformational leader at 24% and the 
charismatic leader at 17%. This finding confirms that being a role model with 
virtues is the most important characteristic when it comes to leadership for 
Chinese participants. 

Confucian ethical leadership is a new model of leadership derived from 
ancient Confucian virtue ethics and experience of leadership within 
traditional Chinese society. What we need to consider further is how to 
implement it in the real practice of organizations in contemporary Chinese 
society. At the individual level, it is necessary to improve the leaders’ 
self-cultivation of ethics, where the leader thereby sets an example for 
employees. The awareness of “internal law” on the part of both leaders and of 
employees is key to promoting self-control and self-restraint for all the 
members of the organization. This is the internal mechanism of influence 
through which Confucian ethical leadership operates. At the organizational 
level, it is also necessary to impose external institutional constraints on 
members of the organization, including the leaders, in order to ensure that the 
leaders incorporate ethical factors into decision-making, supervision, and 
other managerial work. Moreover, it is also necessary to offer an explicit 
behavioral guidance to employees. This is how the external control 
mechanism of ethical leadership operates. The question of how to combine 
Confucian virtue ethics with organizational institutions and rules in order to 
build the mechanisms for the ethical leadership to operate will be the focus of 
future research. 
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