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Review of Roger Ames’s Confucian Role Ethics 
 
Roger Ames’s Confucian Role Ethics: A Vocabulary, is an ambitious and 
significant exposition of Confucianism. Despite my disagreements with some of 
Ames’s interpretation of Confucius, I have both enjoyed this book and learned a 
lot from it. Due to the limited scope of this review, I restrict it to an evaluation of 
Ames’s exposition of the highest Confucian virtue, ren 仁. By Ames’s own 
account, this book does not offer an alternative ethical theory, but a Confucian 
account of human flourishing, which begins with the roles and relations in the 
family. These roles and relations provide the basis of morality for Ames, as they 
not only constitute us but also enable us to become virtuous, respond 
appropriately in any situation, and enhance our relationships. In Ames’s own 
words, we are “interrelated persons living a multiplicity of roles that constitute 
who we are, and … allow us to pursue a unique distinctiveness and virtuosity in 
our conduct” (122) and “Confucian role ethics takes the substance of morality to 
be nothing more or less than positive growth in the constitutive relations of any 
particular situation” (258). 

Beginning with the way ren is translated, Ames criticizes two of the more 
common translations, namely, “benevolence” or “humaneness.” With respect to 
“benevolence,” Ames’s criticism is that it is too narrow, ignoring “one’s entire 
personal behavior: one’s cultivated cognitive, aesthetic, moral, and religious 
sensibilities as they are expressed through the conduct of the roles and 
relationships that in aggregate are defining of one’s person” (177). Continuing, 
he says, “It is this ‘field of selves’—a matrix of significant relationships—that 
constitutes one as an irreducibly social person” (177). Moreover, Ames thinks 
that “benevolence” is too narrow a term for it “psychologizes” ren, which 
meaning, in his view, is much broader. Besides, he thinks that ren stands “in a 
tradition that has had no need of the notion of psyche in its efforts to understand 
and refine the human experience” (177). 

In contrast to “benevolence,” Ames admits that “humaneness” is a better 
translation of ren as it captures “one’s entire personal behavior” which 
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“benevolence” overlooks. Nevertheless, he objects to using “humaneness” as it 
“might suggest a shared, essential, and precultural condition of being human 
owned by all members of the species—a given human nature” (177). Instead of 
being an essential potential endowed in everyone, Ames claims that ren is what 
one can achieve “given the interface between one’s native, initial conditions and 
one’s natural, social, and cultural environments” (177). For him, one’s native 
condition or “initial disposition” is to be “an incipient locus and focus of 
constitutive familial relationships” (177). These relationships are to be grown 
(sheng 生) for one to become a consummate, “healthy participant in the human 
community” (178). Since each of us is a particular person and the conditions that 
we encounter are also particular, the ren that each person can achieve is also 
particular rather than universal for Ames. He says, “Ren for this person is going 
to be different from ren for that person” (178). Thus, there is no way to 
accomplish ren by complying with a set of principles. Rather, “it is achieved 
through an appeal to and collaboration with environing models” (178; see p. 216 
for his contrasts between the Chinese and the Greeks by pointing out that the 
Chinese prioritizes ritual propriety over the Greek’s emphasis on objective rule 
or law, inspiring models over moral principles, and inquiry into the Way over the 
Truth). Ames adds, “There is no template, no formula, no ideal. Like a specific 
work of art, ren is a process of disclosure rather than closure, resisting fixed 
definition and replication” (178; see p. 189 for his charge that a common 
preoccupation of moral philosophy is to discover some “fixed point of morality,” 
“self-evident … principle,” “ideal pattern of life,” “faculty of reason,” or “natural 
law,” which is then applied to particular moral problems). Following Tang Junyi, 
Ames proclaims: “what it means to become human is profoundly subjective and 
existential, ren for each of us is the challenge to aspire to become our own best 
thoughts” (178). 

Realizing that ren has to be objective for Confucius, Ames appeals to the 
“authority” that someone with ren possesses in his community by “appropriating 
and internalizing” the propriety (li) of their tradition, which li is the 
“institutionalized horizon of moral conduct” (178). However, far from being 
conservative, one’s appropriation of li for Ames is also most creative as one is 
always on the lookout for alternatives in moral conduct and resourcefulness is 
required in “authoring … the culture for one’s own place and time” (178).1 

What is clear from Ames’s account of ren is that he eschews anything that is 
universal, essential, fixed and definable while embracing the particular, 
processive/contextual, contingent and indefinable. As such, the situation and 
one’s roles and relationships take precedence over one’s character. He says, “It is 
                                                               
1 See Sim (2009) on why the sort of creativity that Ames, like Dewey, recommends is not 
Confucian.  
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not any specific kind of action; the situation is primary and will itself determine 
the most appropriate response” (182; emphasis added). Again, in his words, “ren 
is not a specific virtue that can be named and analytically isolated as being 
defining of one’s character any more than what it means to behave in a 
consummately humane way can be stipulated and replicated without reference to 
a specific situation. Rather, ren is generic as a cultivated virtuosity in role 
specific dispositions that conduce to making any particular action optimally 
elegant and appropriate (yi 義), and thus rendering such an action a source of 
significance (yi 義) for all concerned” (181). The question for us is whether 
Ames’s ren is a legitimate interpretation of the way Confucius and the 
Confucians have understood it. 

Ames is surely right to maintain that there is no template, formula, set of 
principles or laws to which compliance can lead to ren. His interpretation that ren 
is rooted in our familial roles and relations, cultivated through the appropriation 
of li and issues actions that require putting ourselves in another’s place (shu 恕) 
and are appropriate (yi 义) to any situation, are also shared by most standard 
interpretations. Nevertheless, Ames strays too far from Confucianism when he 
maintains that there is no ideal for ren and it varies from person to person and 
thus lacks a fixed definition. Such assertions are difficult to square with the 
specific characteristics that Confucius attributes to ren, characteristics that also 
make up Ames’s exposition of this virtue. An instance of Ames’s remark that 
contradicts his exposition of ren is this: “Ren is not a specific virtue that can be 
named and analytically isolated as being defining of one’s character” (181). This 
remark conflicts with his characterization that the virtue of ren is productive of 
“effective relations,” which are to be evaluated by asking about the “motivations 
and consequences” of one’s actions. He says,  

 
Ren requires a certain quality of action to satisfy it. For example, what would 
transform an act of boldness into one deemed courageous would be the way in 
which the action is situated relationally and how it plays out in terms of both 
motivations and consequences: Whose interest is the action on the behest of, 
whose interest does it serve, and what is the quality of relatedness it enhances? 
Its moral value arises from the situated appropriateness and achieved 
significance of the action (yi 義). (182; emphasis added) 

 
Emphasizing motivations and consequences in an earlier passage, Ames says, 

 
By requiring that the quality of action be determined and evaluated 
relationally—that is, by asking after what persons do with their interdependence 
and mutuality both in terms of motivation and consequences—ren is the 
difference between efficacy and waste, between elegance and ugliness, 
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between healthy relations and those that are injurious (182; emphasis added). 
 
Isn’t Ames’s requirement of the quality of ren action, namely that it takes into 

account both the motivations and consequences, a condition that defines all ren 
actions? Isn’t his focus on the result of growing our relationships a quality that 
holds true for all ren actions? He says, “As ‘right conduct,’ ren is ‘right 
on’—timely, and conducive to strengthening relations, and appropriate to a 
purpose” (182). Why aren’t his assertions that ren is right conduct and 
appropriate action, defining characteristics of all ren actions? In other words, 
isn’t right conduct in the sense that it is timely and appropriate an instance of a 
“specific kind of action” (182) that is always required for someone who is ren? 

More elaborately, Confucius requires the one with ren to have the virtues of 
reciprocity (shu 恕), loyalty (zhong 忠), acting with appropriateness (yi 义), 
living up to one’s words (xin 信), and excellence (de 德). Ames defines and 
explains each of these in great detail, offering the etymology of each from its 
appearance in the oracle bones and/or on the bronzes. Ironically, Ames’s 
masterful scholarship in dealing with the vocabulary he takes to make up 
Confucian role ethics is also what undermines his anti-universal, anti-essentialist, 
and overly-contextual reading of Confucius. If each of these virtues is possessed 
by the one with ren, and a specific account can be provided for each, then it 
follows that ren does not vary from one person to another. For instance, 
according to Confucius, it is not possible for someone to be ren without shu or yi 
whereas another can be ren without these virtues, or for someone to be ren 
without undertaking specific kinds of actions like zhong and xin, whereas another 
must undertake these specific actions. Granted, the specific action that is called 
for always depends on the situation as Ames wishes to emphasize, for example, 
the situation tells us when to be generous instead of courageous, but that ren 
requires us always to act with shu, zhong, yi, xin, and de seems quite invariable 
for Confucius. This is because if we are always interrelated to others, it seems 
that we should always put ourselves in the others’ places when considering how 
we should act. Likewise, it is inconceivable that we should not do our best, act 
appropriately, live up to our words or act with excellence for Confucius. Hence, 
Ames’s remark that “It is not any specific kind of action; the situation is primary 
and will itself determine the most appropriate response” (182; emphasis added) 
overemphasizes the situation and underemphasizes the specific virtues that 
Confucius has stipulated for the person who exemplifies ren. 

Let us next consider Ames’s claim that there is no ideal or ideal pattern of life 
for Confucius. Ames is right in saying that models are required for one to 
become ren for Confucius. But it is a puzzle how a model can exist without being 
an ideal with definite characteristics or virtues since Ames rejects the notion of 
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an ideal or ideal pattern of life. Consider Confucius’s praise for the sage-king Yu, 
who is ascetic with respect to his own food and clothing, yet generous and lavish 
in his devotion to the gods and ritual ceremonies, respectively. Yu was humble in 
his abode, yet unflappable in attending to the infrastructure for his people by 
building canals and irrigation ditches (Analects 8.21). Or take his praise of Yan 
Hui’s character for being able to enjoy life despite the hardships of his living 
conditions (Analects 6.11). Taken with Confucius’s remarks contrasting 
exemplary persons and petty persons, in which the former cherish their 
excellence and fairness while the latter cherish their land and gain for themselves 
(Analects 4.11, 4.16), it is clear that these models exemplify certain ideals that 
would apply to everyone who is cultivating ren for him. Ideals such as not being 
concerned with luxuries for oneself while being on the lookout for the common 
good and pursuing the life of virtue are what these models exemplify. These 
exemplary models are the Confucian ideals as they show us what qualities and 
virtues one with ren must have, hence his remark, “If Lu had no other exemplary 
persons, where could [Zijian] have gotten his character from?” (Analects 5.3). 

Ames’s aversion to ideals stems from his conviction that an adherence to them 
would make us put the “fixed and final … kinds and categories,” which are mere 
“abstract names,” before experience and cause us to believe that virtues like 
“courage” and “justice” are real things instead of the “complex, relationally 
defined, social situations” that they really are (180). This is of a piece with his 
belief in the primacy of the situation and how the situation “will itself determine 
the most appropriate response” (182) while rejecting ren as a specific virtue that 
defines one’s character. Contrary to Ames’s interpretation of ren, I argue for the 
definability of ren for Confucius and how it and the other virtues such as shu, 
zhong, and yi, that constitute it can not only be fixed and final ideals, but also be 
embodied by concrete exemplary individuals. If Confucius subscribes to the 
definability and determinateness of each of these virtues, to which Ames’s own 
exposition of the vocabulary of role ethics attests, and if Confucius also believes 
that these virtues are exemplified by concrete models, then it is not the case that 
an endorsement of virtues as fixed ideals or universals is incompatible with 
attention to concrete, particular situations within which moral actions are 
performed. In short, the stark exclusiveness that Ames maintains between the 
universal and essential, on the one hand, and the particular and contingent, on the 
other hand, is neither true nor necessary for the Confucians. That this mutual 
exclusiveness between the universals and particulars also fails to hold for 
Aristotle is addressed in Sim (2007, especially Chapters 1 and 5). This should 
exempt Aristotle from being included in Ames’s generic contrasts between the 
Greeks and the Chinese when discussing the virtues. 
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