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“Duty” and “virtue” characterize different, sometimes conflicting theoretical 
approaches to morality in contemporary philosophy. Duties apply to actions and 
prescribe what should be done with regard to those moral principles we 
recognize as essential for doing the right and the good. Virtues refer to traits of 
human character which enable the moral agent to choose the right aim and the 
right means to realize what is good. Morality is seen from different perspectives: 
the former approach narrows the view to the normative criteria indispensable for 
describing an action as morally good or right. The judgment requires that our 
actions follow moral principles or maxims considered to be good or right as such. 
The latter approach widens the perspective on humanity and moral agency. In 
order to approach humanity from the perspective of morality, we cannot confine 
our investigation to normative criteria and the validity of moral principles and 
norms which, in a certain way, transcend the conditions how humanity appears in 
individual persons’ life. Rather, morality is embedded in the human Lebensform 
and expressed in individual human flourishing; and ethical reasoning has to go 
beyond casuistic and analytical methodologies. Virtues or excellences are 
facultative: individuals may acquire virtues, making them constitutive parts of 
their character, yet many persons fail to do so. What, then, enables or prevents a 
person to form her character and act in a morally good or right way?  

Modern approaches like deontological ethics and consequentualism emphasize 
normativity and universality—central ideas for modern society—and focus on 
discrete actions, evaluating or calculating their goodness; while virtue ethics, 
going back to theoretical conceptions of Greek antiquity (Plato, Aristotle, Stoa), 
takes account of the moral subject and her character rather than investigating 
actions in isolation. It would, however, be misleading to marginalize normative 
criteria for ancient ethical thought. The ancient view of morality provides a rather 
complex picture. Virtue, even though realized in the character of individuals, is 
described with reference to roles in the community. Hence, in the ancient view, 
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virtues, norms and obligations are not considered as basic concepts of divergent 
approaches, but as components of one ethical approach, interconnected and 
related to each other, in theory as well in practice. 

The present issue of Frontiers of Philosophy in China presents a selection of 
eight papers delivered at the symposium “Comparing Virtues, Roles, Duties in 
Early China and Graeco-Roman Antiquity” held at the School of Philosophy at 
Renmin University of China, Beijing, in July 2018. The symposium aimed to 
analyze the conceptual texture of the three ethical notions “virtue,” “role” and 
“duty” in two different philosophical traditions. These conceptual investigations 
are carried out under the premise that virtue and duty are both attached to roles in 
some way. Virtue attached to roles is not fundamentally opposed to norms and 
duty, while duty becomes in turn tied to moral agency in particular situations. 
From a comparative perspective, we may say that the theoretical approach of the 
symposium takes up the distinctiveness of role conceptions well known for 
Chinese ethics and places it as an additional pillar alongside “duty” and “virtue,” 
in the hope that this “conceptual triangle” facilitates comparative analyses 
between ancient Greek and early Chinese ethics. To call this conceptual 
constellation a “triangle” also helps us to strengthen the idea of conceptual 
coherence and connection, rather than analyzing the ancient ethical concepts in 
isolation from each other or even regarding them as seminal ideas for discrete 
and divergent theoretical paths. That does not mean that I presume to identify 
two “triangles,” each representing a specific conceptual scheme that prevails in 
one of each tradition; rather I hope that the idea of the “triangle” can be used as a 
starting point to look out how norms and virtue, individual and social function, 
humanity and morality go together in each philosophical tradition in various ways.  

To start with, let us have a short synopsis on research perspectives for Greek 
and the Chinese ethics related to our theoretical approach. 

1  Virtue, Role and Duty in Ancient Greek Ethics1 

It is a cliché that there are role virtues in the Chinese tradition, such as xiao 孝

(filial piety), whilst there are none in Greece. However, let us begin at the 
beginning. There we find Achilles, kitted out with his aretê, his excellence, suited 
to his role as king and fighter. Moving swiftly forward to Plato, we see that he 
determines the concept of aretê by using ergon, role or function. One has a virtue, 
if one fulfills one function best or well, whether you are a knife, a soul, a king or 
steersman. One man one job is the principle which structures the city in the 
Republic. But it is also the formula for justice. As such it is fundamental for the 

                                                               
1  My thanks to Richard King for suggestions for this section. 
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structure of the three classes, the division of labour in the soul and in the city. So 
the book is one about justice, as the ancient title for the work suggests. The other 
virtues, that is, excellences of the soul enabling their human owners to play 
(useful) roles in the city, self-discipline, courage and wisdom each works in a 
different way. We begin by distributing roles, justly, that is, to each according to 
their abilities, and thus in such a way that activities are well performed. Thus 
justice is omnipresent in the city and the soul. As is self-discipline, since its job is 
to make the rule of the better acceptable both to itself and to the less good. And 
of course, the better is the wise. For fulfilling a function well requires fulfilling it 
with the knowledge, sc. of what one is doing. Wisdom is restricted to the kings 
and queens—only they have been rigorously taught. And courage, finally, is 
reserved for the soldiers, the helpers of the guards. Talk of duties is not common 
in the Republic, but we may well think of the duty of the kings and queens to go 
back down into the cave, i.e. the city after their dialectical training. They have a 
duty to the city. Plato is in fact little concerned to fill in the workings of the belly 
of the city (workers, merchants, farmers), or of its defensive capacity (the helpers 
or soldiers). Duties arise simply from the virtues—and they are of course relative 
to roles. Thus they are not Kantian duties, conditional merely on rationality.  

In the Meno, Plato makes Socrates argue that one needs a general definition of 
virtue, and not, as demanded by traditional Greek morals, the virtue of the 
husband, of the wife, and so on and so forth. Aristotle takes up this argument in 
his Politics, and claims that lists of virtues, as provided by Gorgias are much 
more useful than abstract definitions, such as the good of the soul. For in the city, 
each element must perform its part. Only then are household and the other 
components well run. At the same time, Aristotle’s own general definition of 
character virtue in the Ethics is well known. And it can be filled out in different 
ways depending on whose virtue it is.  

When Elizabeth Anscombe (1958) directed professional philosophers’ attention 
to virtue once again, the impression arose among many for a long time that duty 
and utility could thereby be left aside. But it has become clear in the meantime that 
virtue acts as a unifying factor for practical theory. This does mean that the theory 
of ethics acquires another structure (Annas 1992; 2011). There is then not such a 
stark contrast between ancient and contemporary ethics (Gill 2005). No virtue 
without duty, no duty without virtue; and both require roles, if we are to understand 
their concrete historical formulations. To date, these elements have been missing in 
comparisons between Greek and Chinese virtue ethics. 

Stoic role ethics is perhaps the best known from the west, made famous of 
course by the literary topos comparing life and theatre, and so the roles one has 
to fulfill (Johnson 2014). A crucial question is whether or no role ethics are the 
whole of Stoic ethics, and not merely a fairly low level aspect of a complex 
system. There remain many questions here both comparative ethics and for ethics 
in general. 
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2  Virtue, Role and Duty in Ancient Chinese Ethics 

Research on Chinese ethics today is dominated by two approaches that aim to 
integrate Chinese ethics into the catalogue of modern general ethical theories. 
“Role Ethics” (Ames 2011; Rosemont and Ames 2016) characterizes the 
metaphysical assumptions underlying the ethical positions of mainly Confucian 
thinkers. Moral agents are primarily considered as “role-bearing persons.” That 
means that moral judgment has to take account of the significance of “role” for 
moral agency, or to say of a distinct type of human sociality that defines notions 
of individual, self and person in ancient Chinese thought. To consider individuals 
as “role-bearing persons” does not mean that moral agency simply can be 
regarded to fulfill role-defined duties, rather that the moral agent aims to perform 
the role-distinctive reality of humanity—or, to say, her being a “role-bearing 
person”—in her speech and action in a particular situation. Roger Ames, with 
reference to the Analects, attributed to Confucius and his disciples, calls this 
endeavour a vision of the moral life, distinguishing it from a moral theory in the 
strict sense (Rosemont and Ames 2016, 74). Thus, “Role Ethics” displays a moral 
vision inherent in the basic traits of human life and sociality, primarily centred on 
family relations. In conclusion, we may say that this moral vision familiarize 
society. In contrast, some scholars summarize Chinese ethical approaches under 
the headings of Virtue Ethics and Consequentalism (van Norden 2007). 
Confucian Virtue Ethics opposes Mohist Consequentalism, and the dichotomy of 
these two approaches defines ethical discussion in Chinese antiquity as well as in 
the later tradition. According to this view, Chinese ethics does not differ from 
modern ethical approaches in principle, yet it presents different arguments and 
reasons and provides a particular design of cultural practices and social action. 
While the term “Role Ethics” emphasizes the difference to European and modern 
approaches, calling Confucian ethical thought Virtue Ethics highlights the 
similarities between Chinese thought and Aristotelian ethics (van Norden 2007, 
Yu 1998; Yu 2007; Sim 2007) or seeks to enclose Chinese Ethics to the 
framework of modern ethical theory (Angle 2009; Angle and Slote 2013).  

Virtue ethics and role ethics, prominent in discussion of Chinese ethics today, 
have somehow eclipsed other earlier approaches. More tradition-oriented 
approaches examine Chinese ethics primarily in their own terms and structure 
ideas according to historically evolved lines (Confucian, Daoist, etc.). While 
Confucian thinkers are considered to presume that human sociality shapes and 
expresses the good and the right, Daoist thinkers question the social potential of 
humanity as a source for normativity. Furthermore, the relationship of Chinese 
ethics, especially of Confucian ethics, to deontological conceptions was 
articulated by many scholars in recent years. Heiner Roetz (1992), for instance, 
links China’s ethical thought with the idea of responsibility, thus shifting Chinese 
ethics to normative approaches.  
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Expressions of normative ideas are ubiquitous in early Chinese texts. Readers 
of the Confucian Analects presumably will take notice of the obligatory voice 
speaking in admonitions and mnemonic phrases. After having heard the mandate 
of heaven Confucius’ ears became “attuned” (shun 順; D.C. Lau’s translation) 
and he could follow the desires of his heart without transgressing the “measure” 
(ju 矩 ; Analects 2.4). Confucius’ favorite disciple Yan Hui 顏回 willingly 
accepted Confucius’ dictum “not to look at, listen to, speak about or do anything 
that is not in accordance with the rites” (li 禮) in order to develop moral 
excellence and moral authority (Analects 12.1). Therefore, it seems to be very 
conclusive that other approaches follow the Confucian path and relate morality to 
the individual excellence of historical “moral paradigms,” for instance, of 
Confucius (Olberding 2011; Wong 2014). According to these approaches, 
“virtue” still refers to character forming and individual moral agency, yet 
elucidates a distinctive way of achievement at the same time. We become 
virtuous through imitating others and through modelling our personality after the 
character of moral paradigms. Such “paradigmatic virtues” probably cannot be 
expressed simply as rules without reference to a particular situation or historical 
example, yet they provide guidance for social action as norms, rules or standards 
do as well. In this sense, this approach takes up a mediating position between 
“Virtue Ethics” and “Role Ethics.” 

When we lay our conceptual triangle on the landscape of ancient Chinese 
ethics as a hermeneutical device, we sometimes are faced with the problem that 
the ancient Chinese terms only partly go together with these concepts taken from 
the European-American tradition of philosophy. The fact that our Chinese terms 
do not match these concepts exactly does not mean that we shall look out how 
ideas of virtue or excellence, duty, norms and obligation and social status and 
role relate to each other in the Chinese texts. A short reflection on the Chinese 
terminology, however, might be useful for further investigation. 

3  A Short Reflection on the Concept of Lun as “Role” 

The significance of role and status for the conceptualization of morality in 
ancient China is beyond question. The modern Chinese word for “ethics” (lunli 
倫理) takes account of this fact. Ethics is primarily related to (constant) social 
relations (lun 倫) of humanity and thus to human sociality as such. We even may 
say that moral action is conceptualized as lun―a broader term for human action, 
for instance, would be xing (行)—, thus defining moral action as fulfilling 
obligations imposed to us with regard to others. In this sense, we may say that 
lun as “relationship” exerts similar semantic functions as the concept of “role”: 
persons act in accordance with role-defined tasks or look on themselves as 
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role-bearers. Furthermore, “role” and lun as well both refer to a greater whole: to 
the play of a theatre (“role” in its genuine contextual meaning), to society (in 
modern social theory), or, in the Chinese context, to the institutions every person 
belongs to, that is to her “family” (jia 家) and to her “state” (guo 國)―at least in 
theory. Confucian reflections usually take only those persons into consideration 
who are part of these institutions.  

In other perspectives, however, lun is more specific in its semantic content 
compared to the concept of “role.” Lun considers rather specific “correspondent 
relationships” not human relationship in general, and these are exactly those 
relationships which frame ancient Chinese patriarchally structured society: the 
father-son relationship, the lord-subject relationship, husband-wife as well as 
between brothers. The notion of obligation cannot be abstracted from these 
relationships, since it defines the moral quality of such relations: lun are relations 
that impose obligations. Even if we choose a person as our friend, we are obliged to 
her. Otherwise we cannot say that the bonds of friendship relate us. Since the idea 
of obligation is constitutive for lun, “obligation” (yi 義) can be defined by lun, too, 
as it is the case, for instance, in a short narrative of the Analects (18.7). 

Why are lun-relations obligations? Confucian thinkers will give different 
answers. Let me choose the Mengzi to answer this normative question with a 
focus on family relations: lun are given to human beings by nature or somehow 
embedded in human life. Since they are naturally given in some way, they are 
universal to all human beings: every person is child of her parents, brother or 
sister of her siblings, and will become the husband or the wife in a family. 
Another reason is, probably even more important for Mencius in his argument 
with the Mohists, that lun mirror the structure of human moral motivation. Love 
and shame spontaneously arise in the human mind while growing up in the 
environment of the family. Mencius’ conclusion is that human emotions already 
represent the tableau of moral action in theory. We are related toward others with 
love and pay respect to elders. Feelings of togetherness and of respect for elders 
represent the basic structural principle of kinship. Our obligations toward family 
members―we shall pay respect toward our parents―refer to constitutive parts of 
our human nature―we emotionally linked to our parents by nature. We may read 
lun in the way as combining two sides of a coin: what is defined as a 
fundamental human relation is the expression of a specific motivational 
endowment in human nature. As a consequence, moral obligations merge with 
the human condition. It is natural for a son to express his love toward his parents 
with filial piety, and therefore he should do so―in all situations. Otherwise, he 
not only deviates from a moral norm or fails to fulfill his role-assigned duty, but 
he denies to be endowed with the emotional disposition of a human being. Or to 
use an example of the Mengzi, he harms his own nature as he would cut off his 
limbs. 
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4  The Missing Concept of “Virtue” in Chinese Ethics 

The Mencian answer to the question why human relations are obligations easily 
assigns virtue a significant place: to transfer this ethical construction into practice. 
Virtuous persons are able to preserve what Mencius considers to be humans’ 
original endowment in their attitudes and actions in all situations. The educative 
task exactly focuses on this capacity and excellence of character. With the strong 
focus on character formation in Chinese ethics, we can understand that modern 
approaches of virtue ethics have been proven to be fruitful for studying Chinese 
ethics. However, we should not forget that Chinese concepts of virtue are closely 
associated with normative notions. Studies in “Chinese virtue ethics” often do 
not demarcate these conceptual connections very clearly. From a more general 
perspective, I question the all too facile identification of ancient Chinese (or 
Confucian) ethics with “Virtue ethics” for the following reasons. First, we face 
the terminological problem once more. We cannot easily identify a Chinese 
concept of virtue that matches Aristotle’s conception, for instance. Chinese ethics 
does not provide a term of “virtue as such” that encompasses various forms of 
personal excellence. Sometimes we take ren 仁 or “benevolence” as the paradigm 
of virtue, yet many ancient texts point out the differences between ren and other 
virtues―courage, for instance―or between ren and duty (yi 義). That ancient 
Chinese ethics does not analyze the essence of “virtue” inherent in all the 
different virtues also means that we cannot draw on meta-ethical reflections in 
the ancient Chinese texts to support our understanding of “virtue.” In addition, 
personal excellence often is considered to be part of political authority (de 德), or 
more precisely, to the capacity to make others obligated to one’s self (Nivison 
1996; Gassmann 2011). (Sometimes ren as “virtue” is considered to entail a 
similar reciprocal structure, see Analects 12.1.) Some notions of de are closer to 
common conceptions of virtue as flourishing: de, for instance, is considered to 
govern the vital and physical flourishing of human beings in the Zhuangzi, or 
refer to a person’s capacity to perform certain political and ritual action which 
will cause the flourishing of the political community (according to the Zuo 
zhuan). What kind of entity de belongs to, however, is still an open question, in 
some texts its possession even “materializes” itself in perceptible physical 
characteristics: virtuous persons have bright eyes and speak with a clear voice 
(Csikszentmihalyi 2004). 

To conclude, speaking about human excellence, we have to consider a wide 
range of possibilities how human excellence is displayed in human life and 
human action and what are the reasons and the qualities of this excellence in 
particular. In the description of Confucius’ moral perfection, for instance, given 
in the Analects mentioned above, Confucius’ observance of the “measure” and 
the “attunement” of his ears evidence not only the high state of moral perfection 
he achieved, but also display an admirable virtuosity at being human. Confucius’ 
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virtue cannot be considered to be mere a corrective or a mean between two 
possible vices. Rather his virtue gives a lively performance of the normative 
realm, the mandate of heaven, in his own person and actions. 

5  A Short Introduction of the Papers 

Below, I want to give a short introduction of the eight papers in this volume, 
while directing our attention to the conceptual relationship between virtue, role 
and duty. Each of these papers, however, has much more to say than my 
comments, following this specific conceptual approach, shed light on. Each 
paper is a substantial piece of research by its own, presenting questions under 
debate or approaching new fields in the studies of Greek, Chinese and 
Comparative Philosophy. Nevertheless, I have listed the papers in consideration 
of how particular aspects of the conceptual triangle become apparent in their 
discussion.  

Let us start with the idea of “norm.” Michael Erler’s paper “Role as Norm, 
Role and Norm: Homer’s Hero, Hesiod’s Just City, and Plato’s Kallipolis,” gives 
a wonderful entry into the dependence of role on norms. Surveying various kinds 
of pre-Platonic testimonies―philosophical, historical and poetical materials―his 
paper traces the formation of the idea that every free citizen in the Greek 
community, irrespective of status and profession, has an obligation to ensure the 
flourishing of the community. This formation of “role” in a polis relies on the 
idea of justice, located in the divine sphere, yet related to the people of the 
community. Referring to Hesiod, Michael Erler observes that “dikê is no longer 
connected to the role of a sole person―the king or the hero―but […] it is 
observed by every member of the community,” and summarizes his observation 
as a “transfer of responsibility from one person … to every citizen.” Accordingly, 
in Sophocles’ play Oedipus Tyrannus, Oedipus was held responsible for the 
plague inflicting the city Thebes due to his role as a citizen, not as the ruler of the 
city. The idea of communal responsibility, already visible in pre-Platonic thought, 
was further developed by Plato, yet with essential modifications: not a divine 
arrangement, but the flourishing of every human soul provides the reason for a 
universal and normative obligation to justice. 

In Michael Erler’s concise genealogy of early “role”-conceptions, significant 
for ancient Greek political thought, we observe a remarkable shift of normative 
predicates, originally assigned to political and divine authorities, to the 
community, a crucial step towards the idea that citizens obtain “roles” for the 
greater whole. In Plato’s Republic, this idea became re-formulated under a strong 
ethical notion. Persons as “role bearers” are not only responsible for the 
flourishing of their community, but, in addition, possess the capacity and are 
assigned with the authority to observe the fulfillment of their own responsibilities 
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and duties. In consequence, a higher form of obligation is assigned to the 
“role-bearers.” Not a divine force will punish the negligent agent, but she will 
punish herself. 

Akrasia, or “the inability to act according to what one thinks is right or best,” 
turns our attention to role-bearer herself and her ability to fulfill her role. Lisa 
Raphals’ paper “When Virtues, Roles and Duties Fail: Early Greek and Chinese 
Accounts of Akrasia” discusses akrasia from a comparative view and opens up 
different perspectives on virtue and moral excellence. Her paper starts with a 
reflection on Platonic and Aristotelian conceptions of akrasia, observing that, 
regardless crucial differences between them, both agree on two points: there 
exists a fundamental opposition between akrasia and knowledge (epistēmē), and, 
secondly, reasons for akrasia are connected to human’s emotional endowment. In 
contrast, while moving to the Mohist analyses and to the Zhuangzi, Chinese 
thinkers pay attention of the lack of skill in order to explain the inability to do 
what is right. The Mohist accounts and the Zhuangzi, however, differ widely in 
their conclusions: while the Mohists advise ongoing practice and continual effort 
and trust in measures and standards for improvement of individual’s virtuosity, 
common standards and measures become questioned in the Zhuangzi in general. 
They are mere signs of alienation of one’s “subtler inner compass.” The Chinese 
accounts consider virtue to be virtuosity in performance, and not an excellence 
primarily rooted in knowledge. Therefore, Chinese solutions to akrasia, as Lisa 
Raphals concludes, shift our view from the role of the mind to the role of the 
body and shows the possibility and importance of physical mastery to improve 
intellectual abilities. 

The following three papers focus on human social action and status. In their 
paper on “Patriotism in Early China,” Michael Nylan, Allyson Tang and Zhijian 
Wang take up the relation of personal role and the community mentioned above 
once more. For instance, judging the life and deeds of the minister Shen Baoxu, 
the historian concludes with the general statement that “there has never been a 
case where a country in mortal peril can be restored, if a country has no wise 
advisor, no brave noble, who can perfect merit and establish a name.” The 
flourishing of the country primarily depends on the glory and virtue of its 
ministers, a remarkable view with great importance for Chinese political theory. 
The authors discuss “patriotism” from various approaches, thereby shedding light 
on a wide range of related topics and questions. Patriotism, though a modern 
invention built upon the concept of state, still has equivalent notions in ancient 
thought. For ancient Chinese thinkers, the authors recognize loyalty to the 
authority and glory in the fulfillment of one’s duty as the closest representatives. 
Biographies of exemplary figures display challenges and conflicts for loyalty, 
glorifying or blaming the political actors for their judgment in critical situations. 
No general rule can be given for exercising virtue and duty of loyalty, rather 
every particular situation requires the loyal subject to balance out her duties and 
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obligations in a new way. Ministers of the state are not obliged to their lords 
alone, but to the dynasty, the welfare of the people, comrades and friends, as well 
as to their own ancestry and family. Loyalty and glory exhibit the main pillars of 
the whole socio-political order. (It is interesting to see that loyalty is not 
expressed to divine beings or to heaven in the examples given.) The third part of 
the paper critically reviews recent studies on patriotism in modern societies, 
revealing the difficulties we face in our times, living in a world delineated by 
borders and determinations drawn by our modern concepts of identity. 

We do not have to make a great step from China to Greece, when moving from 
loyalty to honor. In his paper “Honour and Kingship in Herodotus: Status, Role, 
and the Limits of Self-Assertion,” Douglas Cairns presents a remarkable analysis 
of the texture of social action from the perspective of the ancient thinkers, 
crystallized in the concept of timê or honor. Based on the idea of value, timê can 
be achieved through personal deeds and merits, and cashed out in privileges and 
status. The socio-psychological logic, however, goes deeper: timê operates like a 
set of scales balancing demeanor and deference in personal interaction and in 
relation to the actors’ status respectively. The second part of the paper analyzes 
Herodotus’ explanation of the success and failure of the Persian kings Darius and 
Xerxes. In Herodotus’ view, Xerxes’ failure is due to the fact that “Xerxes’ 
pursuit of timê without regard for the timê of others violates an order which 
projects Greek social values on to the natural world.” Like dikê in Pre-Socratic 
thought, the roles of the social order rely on norms and principles somehow 
transcending the order itself. 

Duties and roles closely go together, yet there is great range of interpretation 
when facing a particular social practice. This becomes visible in Jan Szaif’s study 
of “Drunkenness as a Communal Practice: Platonic and Peripatetic Perspectives.” 
The philosophic schools in the Greek and Roman world judged the participating 
in symposia or drinking feasts differently. Jan Szaif’s paper starts with an account 
of the anthropological explanation of drunkenness in ancient Greece, and 
comprehensively discusses the divergent judgments of the ancient schools. These 
judgments range from a clear prohibition to attend symposia to admonitions to 
take part only in a moderate way, still keeping control over one’s soul. More 
assertive positions see in the symposia an educative value for youth, giving them 
the opportunity to master self-control and self-observation, indispensible for 
acquiring other virtues. Shame and the fear of disgrace make people aware of 
their self-corrective potential. The paper concludes with Plato’s remarkable 
defense of drunkenness for psychological and anthropological reasons. The 
chorus of the old men in the Laws is allowed to indulge in drunkenness due to its 
rejuvenating effects. 

The following three papers centre on the relation between virtue and emotion. 
Yasuhira Yahei Kanayama’s paper “Socrates’ Humaneness: What His Last Words 
Meant” takes up a famous issue in Greek studies and, in a painstaking research, 
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recapitulates all the relevant sources and scholarly studies to discuss the meaning 
of Socrates’ last words. Kanayama’s innovative conclusion exposes the 
emotional bonds between Socrates and his disciple Plato, rather hidden in other 
passages of the Phaedo. Socrates’ last words show his concern for Plato who, due 
to serious illness, could not accompany his teacher on his last way: the cockerel 
is to be sacrificed to Aesclepius to ensure Plato’s recovery. Plato’s account of the 
death of Socrates is one of the most moving testimonies to philosophy’s power to 
form the soul. Often, Socrates is seen as free of all emotional bonds. Kanayama’s 
paper provides an additional perspective pointing to the human emotion of care 
accompanying this intellectual endeavor. In Socrates’ last words, his care is 
expressed for the well being and recovering of his beloved student Plato, as in 
Plato’s dialogue the remembrance of the care he received from his teacher 
exposes his own care as well. Philosophy as the care of one’s soul becomes the 
care of the souls of the other people as well, or, as Kanayama states it in the 
question: “Why did Socrates exhort them (the Athenians) to do philosophy? It is 
just because he cared for them.” 

The Chinese philosopher Mencius is famous for his view, to see in humans’ 
emotion the principal normative source of morality as well as the basic 
orientation of moral education. His view dominated later developments in 
Chinese philosophy, however, as Karyn Lai’s paper “Emotional Attachment and 
Its Limits: Mengzi, Gaozi and the Guodian Discussions” suggests, was probably 
exceptional rather than universally shared in his own time. The paper takes up 
the famous controversy between him and the philosopher Gaozi about the 
goodness of human nature from a new perspective and in comparison with other 
sources. Gaozi refers to a common distinction between an “inner” and an “outer” 
realm of morality, and only partly admits that human nature, i.e. the inner realm 
can be regarded as normative for every action. There is still an “outer realm” of 
interaction, in which established standards and customs are needed for judgment 
and guidance. Karyn Lai’s subtle analyses unfold the possible interpretations of 
the standpoints of the two opponents. Recent unearthed materials hint to different 
positions, yet closer to Gaozi, and at the same time, projects the moral 
distinctions of the “inner” and “outer” on the principles of social stratification. 
The relation bonds of kinship, still the fundament of ancient society, can be 
connected to a source of morality given by nature; social action outside kinship 
ties have to be related to external standards. For Mencius, however, human 
affection and human basic social structure stems from one root, and the good has 
to mirror the adjustment of individual personality with an ideal of moral 
perfection, laid out in an idealized picture of genuine human nature. 

The last essay discusses the education of virtues by an innovative 
hermeneutical approach. In her paper “‘Athl-Ethics’: Virtue Training in Mencius 
and Aristotle,” Rina Marie Camus reflects on earlier accounts of virtue related to 
warfare and competition and their metaphorical significance for later moral 
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discussion. The metaphor of arrow shooting and other sports forms exposes the 
conceptual transformations of virtue exemplifying various aspects of training and 
excellence. The specific content of the metaphor of sports differs in each 
tradition. Consequently, the relation between virtue and sports are considered 
differently. For Aristotle, virtuous acts entail a different kind of excellence to that 
involved in sports. Mencius, however, does not draw this distinction, even he 
does not subscribe to the position of the Zhuangzi, mentioned in Lisa Raphals’ 
paper above, that virtue basically is a form of unconscious virtuosity. Instead, in 
Mencius’ view, only if we can make the right judgment, we possess the skill to 
tune our “moral instruments” and adjust our motivation, as it is expressed in the 
statement that “hitting the bull’s eye is not merely a matter of strength.” 

 At the symposium, altogether 16 papers were delivered. Other papers will be 
published elsewhere or are still studies in progress. Let me briefly list their titles 
and main concerns. Two papers discussed the conceptual relationship from 
theoretical perspectives. In his paper “The Role of Roles―Fitting a Whole 
Together: Functionaries and Officials in Plato and Xunzi,” Richard King analyzed 
the interconnectedness of the triangle concept from a perspective of the 
functional meaning of roles. David Machek’s paper “Roles and Self: Two 
Approaches to Ethics of Roles in Early China and Greco-Roman Tradition” 
distinguish two different views how persons are considered to be related to roles: 
persons may embody a role or they may play a role. The educative function of 
roles was the topic of Hua-kuei Ho’s paper “The Mimetic Performance of the 
Roles and Its Effects on Educating Psyche in Plato.” Wei Liu took the social 
aspects of the educative function of roles into focus in his paper “A Comparative 
Study of Confucian and Aristotelian Idea of Family as Locus of Moral and 
Political Education.” My own paper “How Do Roles Relate to the Rites (li 禮)? 
And How Do the Rites Relate to Virtue? A Philosophical Investigation into the 
Conceptualization of Ethical Thought in Ancient China” explored the normative 
value of the rites for later conceptions of role and virtue. The constitutive 
function of roles for social interaction was the topic of Anders Sydskjør paper 
“The Roles of Others: The Psychology of Interaction in the Guodian Xing Zi 
Ming Chu.” Virtue as a skill and its relation to norms became investigated from a 
comparative perspective in the paper of Robin Weiss and I-Kai Jeng, titled “The 
Measures of Virtue in the Zhuangzi: A Comparative Study of Skill Analogy in 
Two Traditions.” And Jifen Li discussed the doubts of human nature as the 
source of normativity in a paper titled “A Re-Visit of the Problem of Human 
Nature in the Xunzi.” 

Finally, I want to express my gratitude to Lixin Hao, dean of the School of 
Philosophy at Renmin University of China, and to Chung-ying Cheng and 
Xinzhong Yao from the Center of International Chinese Philosophy and 
Comparative Philosophy at Renmin University. Without their support it would 
not have been possible that this comparative symposium took place in such an 
enjoyable environment. My gratitude also goes to the Fritz-Thyssen Foundation 
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for their generous financial support. I am deeply indebted with gratitude to Siyi 
Chen, Benjamin Coles, Eric Hutton, Qun Gong, Zengguang Liu, Masayuki Sato, 
Callisto Searle and Xinzhong Yao for chairing the sessions and commenting on 
the papers. 
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