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Michael David Kaulana Ing, Why Confucius Wept: A Review of The Dysfunction 
of Ritual in Early Confucianism. New York, NJ: Oxford University Press, 2012, 
xii + 304 pp., ISBN: 9780199924912. 

Given the centrality of ritual and its relation to ethical conduct in Confucian 
thought, it is rather remarkable that, apart from Song dynasty-inspired fascination 
with the Zhongyong (中庸) and Daxue (大学) chapters, very little modern 
philosophical attention has been paid to the entire corpus of Liji (礼记), Record of 
Rights. In addition to this lacuna, it is only very recently that scholars of 
Religious Studies who focus on ritual have turned their attention to early 
Confucian conceptions of rites with an eye to incorporating these conceptions 
into alternative theoretical frameworks. While Michael Ing’s truly outstanding 
and powerfully argued Dysfunction of Ritual—grounded both in classical 
Chinese and modern English-language commentary—does extrapolate a “tragic 
theory of ritual” which broadens discussions in current Religious Studies debates, 
this review will focus on the degree to which this “tragic theory” can deepen our 
estimation of early Confucian thought. 

It is surely not without good reason that contemporary interpreters, such as 
Phillip Ivanhoe, Edward Slingerland, Mark Csikszentmihali, Robert Eno and 
Roger Ames have emphasized self-cultivation in Confucian ethics. One of the 
most important benefits of self-cultivation in Confucianism is the degree to 
which it prepares one to handle possible failure despite one’s best efforts. This 
can be seen, for example, in Confucius’s own persistence in his moral mission 
despite never gaining high government office, Mencius’ confidence in the inborn 
goodness of human beings despite the absence of true sage-kings in his time, and 
Fang Dongshu’s tireless criticism of scholarly elites despite failing to succeed in 
the battery of civil service exams. According to Ivanhoe, Slingerland, and others, 
Ing writes, Confucian self-cultivation enables a person to take an “inward turn” 
in the face of failure, a turn that allows them to accept frustration “joyfully” with 
the consolation that they did their best (59−78). On this account, true sages 
should be both morally and existentially invulnerable; they always see to it that 
they do what is right or appropriate (yi 仪), and their blamelessness serves as a 
sure solace should their aims not come to fruition. By contrast, Ing argues that a 
close examination of the Liji reveals that there are instances where early 
Confucians had to reckon with “the possibility that the virtuous agent might 
choose a right action but be left with despair, or that he might be confronted with 
failure and be unable to entangle the agencies involved” (77). The Liji presents 
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us with cases where sages, or even Confucius himself, may not have been able to 
tell whether they were at fault in carrying out some practice or, despite themselves 
being blameless, whether a ritual they had undertaken was undermined by 
circumstances beyond their control. This is important because, along with other 
implications, it alerts us to the fact that “these sages were real human beings—they 
were, in a sense, on par with everyone else” (187). Modern readers, interpreters 
and ethical agents need not feel so separated from the sages, since they struggled 
with moral ambiguity and, if one will, ontological vulnerability just as we do. This 
kinship of vulnerability between the ancient sages and us “opens up opportunities 
for deep engagement with other human beings” (215). 

One of the reasons, according to Ing, that modern interpreters have found the 
“inward turn” that confers seeming invulnerability upon cultivated Confucian 
persons appealing is that they have neglected the fact that some ritual failures are 
“unpreventable.” The Liji should carry more weight in these considerations 
because it includes “unpreventable failures” in an unstated but evident 
“typology” of cases wherein some rituals can fail to be efficacious. Of course, 
there are a great number of other reasons why rituals fail that can be prevented. 
Sometimes ritual performers can lack “competency” in carrying the rituals out, 
and this should be remedied through arduous training and self-discipline (80−82). 
Furthermore, changing cultural conditions, the want of material resources for 
certain implements or ornaments of ritual, inauspicious timing or other factors 
required that ancient rituals change to accommodate the challenges these 
conditions presented; ritual performers needed to be “fluent” enough to adjust the 
“ritual script” (83−100). Self-cultivation, these scholars rightly emphasize, is 
meant in part precisely to empower ritual agents to fend off failure. And yet, the 
Liji also presents us with situations wherein there is no clear answer as to how to 
adjudicate specific ritual practices, a number of which are in the Tangong Shang 
chapter (檀弓上). Zi Gong, a disciple, is once perplexed about why Confucius 
praises a man from Wei for tarrying in deep sorrow in a funeral procession 
instead of returning home quickly to perform post-burial sacrifices as demanded 
by the ritual script. Neither the text nor its traditional commentaries completely 
resolve which of them rightly assesses the aberration in practice (133−36). Other 
passages in the chapter leave questions concerning funeral sacrifices, appropriate 
times for wearing mourning apparel and whether learning new music during a 
mourning period is permitted unanswered as well (136−37). At other times, for 
instance in the Zengzi Wen chapter (曾子问), Confucius himself is said to have 
made errors in ritual practice, in this case requiring correction from Lao Dan 
about continuing a ritual procession during an eclipse (142−43). In the Fangji 
chapter (坊记), rituals can fail when the populous refuses to internalize the 
lessons and behaviors the stories in the chapter are meant to impart and motivate, 
and there also occur cases when people’s actions can “impinge” on a rite’s 
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effectiveness (146−48). Such passages reveal clearly that early Confucians did 
indeed understand, and were greatly perplexed and troubled by, the possibility 
that “ambiguity” could lead us “to mistake preventable failures in ritual with 
unpreventable failures” (142) and thus force us to admit, as the Zhongyong 
chapter explicitly states at one point, that “there are things that even sages do not 
know” and “things that a sage cannot do” (144). 

Most poignant, however, are examples in the Liji where Confucius seems 
utterly unable to determine whether a ritual failure was his fault or was 
precipitated by the contingencies of a natural world that all of us may fall victim 
to. Almost an entire chapter of Ing’s work is devoted to the exegesis of an 
episode in the Tangong Shang chapter that he labels “the Mubeng passage” (153). 
In the episode the passage narrates, Confucius builds a mound for his parents’ 
grave, which, though not done for parents buried in antiquity, was a ritual 
instituted by the founders of the Zhou dynasty. However, after Confucius leaves 
to perform post-burial sacrifices, his disciples, who follow after him later, arrive 
only to inform him that torrential rains have caused the grave to collapse 
underneath the eroded mound. Copious tears fall from Confucius’ eyes, and, at 
the conclusion of the episode, he notes, as he weeps, that the ancients did not fix 
their graves with mounds. The chapter explores the possible reasons why 
Confucius weeps so bitterly. Occasional passages in the Liji forbid joint burials, 
and some traditional commentators such as Dou You of the Tang dynasty offer 
good reasons to believe that Confucius’ tears are ones of regret for 
mis-performing the ritual (156−58). However, the mound’s and a joint burial’s 
conformity with Zhou precedent, some possibly figurative language in the text, 
and defenses of other commentators like the Qing Dynasty’s Jiang Yong seem to 
exonerate Confucius, suggesting that he correctly performed the rite , only to 
have his efforts undone by the inescapable whims of nature(161−69).Or perhaps, 
if we follow another story at the beginning of the Liyun chapter (礼运) about the 
unfolding of human history, Confucius might be weeping because of the sad fact 
that rituals are by their nature susceptible to the very conditions of life that make 
them necessary in the first place. In this historiographical representation of the 
Liyun, rituals first flourished in an era of “Modest Prosperity” (xiaokang 小康) 
when the “Great Way” (dadao 大道) was abandoned and greater distinctions 
arose between individuals , between one family and another, between states, and 
between a groups moral values and the values and aims of others (105−10). 
According to this framework, while rituals were invented to help us cope with 
the growing diversity and enmity of human beings as they seek ever-craftier 
means of increasing their wealth, the very distance of the rituals from the 
perfections of antiquity, as well as the social complexities that they attempt to 
mediate and the growing number of implements they incorporate, may become 
the very sources of possible failure. In the end, Confucius may never know 
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whether he was to blame for the collapse of his parents’ grave, or if 
nature(heaven) brought about the collapse despite his impeccable protocol—if 
there are, in the world and era we live in, simply no guarantees that things will 
work out right. Rather than taking invulnerable joy in the solaces of an “inward 
turn,” then, there are times when Confucius and the sages can only weep. And so 
it is with us, even when we may try with all the virtue we can muster to perform 
rituals that make life meaningful for us. 

Beyond its contribution to making Confucianism more relevant to the ongoing 
debates of Ritual Studies, to refocusing attention on Han dynasty compilations, 
and to enriching modern philosophical discussions of ethical theory, another 
praiseworthy feature of Ing’s Dysfunction of Ritual stands out. The ideals of 
human potential and conduct are often set out both by the Confucian tradition 
and contemporary scholars in highly optimistic terms. One need only think of 
examples such as the Mengzi’s portrayal of emperor Shun as deeply loving his 
family members even when they tried to bring harm to him, the Xunzi’s 
insistence that every person in the street can become a sage despite the original 
deformities of human desire, or Wang Yangming’s confidence that perfect moral 
clarity always abides in us to realize how strongly optimism is espoused in 
Confucian literature. The modern revival of Confucianism in English-language 
scholarship is often traced back to Herbert Fingerette, who represented the 
tradition as the “way without a crossroads,” allowing no inner moral anguish for 
human beings, and even literally, in his own words, providing “no basis for 
seeing man as a being of tragedy.” But this optimism about human existence, 
important as it is in many respects in Confucian philosophical discourse, can also 
make Confucianism appear unrealistic, and its aims unattainable for creatures 
like us, who are so often prone to ignorance, folly and disappointment. Ing’s 
illuminating reading of the Liji—a fundamentally important text for the 
tradition—gives us a much fuller picture of the early Confucian appreciation for 
imperfection, moral ambiguity and unpreventable failure. This more robust 
perspective on human existence can provide depth and nuance to our 
understanding of Confucianism as a heritage of moral philosophy. As Ing ably 
shows, the Liji causes its readers not only to wish to emulate the sages of old, but 
also to sympathize with them, understanding that shortcomings and 
vulnerabilities were familiar to the sages too. Achieving these goals as well as it 
does, Ing’s Dysfunction of Ritual is, in my view, one of the most valuable 
additions to contemporary Confucian scholarship.  
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