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Roger Ames’s Confucian Role Ethics: A Vocabulary, is an outstanding example of 
comparative philosophy, creatively articulating a contemporary vision of ethical 
living grounded in the early Confucian classics. Both a careful exposition of 
early Confucian ethics on its own terms and an intervention in contemporary 
ethical theory, this text is a capstone of many years of work on Ames’s part. In 
the Introduction he writes,  
 

The contention of this monograph then, is that we are entering upon a 
transitional period of enormous proportions with the imminent emergence of a 
new cultural order, and that Confucianism offers us philosophical assets that 
can be resourced and applied to serve not only the renaissance of a revitalized 
Chinese culture, but also the interests of world culture more broadly. (2) 

 
That is, Ames situates this work in terms of the two interrelated and 
complementary projects necessary to help sensitize readers not only to his 
creative reinterpretation of Chinese philosophy but also to the ways in which this 
reappropriation is called for in contemporary terms. In this review, I first discuss 
the text in terms of these two projects—textual exposition and contemporary 
intervention—and then offer a few brief comments arising from the epilogue of 
the text.  

Ames begins this text with a discussion of what it means to “appreciate” the 
contributions of Chinese philosophy and culture to our contemporary and 
increasingly pluralistic world. He engages in a bit of clever wordplay, suggesting 
that to appreciate a contribution such as Confucian ethics involves not only 
recognizing, understanding, and valuing this vision of ethics as distinctive but 
also helping to expand the value of the contribution through creative engagement. 
Thus his text opens with the first pole of this kind of project—how can we 
recognize, understand, and value Confucian ethics as a distinctive contribution 
on its own terms? He writes, “Philosophical interpreters must sensitize the 
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student of Chinese philosophy to the ambient uncommon assumptions that have 
made the Chinese philosophical narrative so different from our own. It is these 
assumptions that inform the philosophical vocabulary and set parameters on their 
meanings” (23). The first three sections of the book can be understood as an 
attempt to articulate approaches to interpreting unfamiliar traditions that are 
conducive to responsible engagement with these “ambient uncommon 
assumptions.” These approaches include the necessary role of comparison and 
analogizing, while at the same time maintaining distinctness and difference. 
Ames could take his claims about the necessary role of analogizing even 
further—it is not just that analogy or comparison is a needed and helpful tool for 
conducting philosophical inquiries across cultural boundaries, but that thinking 
and understanding anything, not just philosophy, requires processes of 
metaphorization and comparison.  

Using a discussion of the role of he 和 (harmony) in Chinese philosophy, 
Ames argues that in order to achieve a productive and harmonious relationship 
between traditions, we must attempt to maintain an awareness of our own 
ambient assumptions and, in the process of making comparisons, not force these 
assumptions onto the other, as has happened with great frequency in the history 
of Western philosophical engagement with others. Although “we can only know 
what we do not know by invoking what we do know” (36) and so must use 
analogies and partial comparisons, at the same time we must recognize the 
heuristic nature of these analogies and be constantly vigilant and attentive to the 
texts on their own terms. Building on his many other published works, Ames 
discusses the ambient cultural assumptions of Chinese and Confucian philosophy 
relevant to his project in terms of language, ontology, and identity; he argues for 
a reading of early Chinese thought grounded in the process cosmology of the 
Book of Changes (Yijing 易经), the particularities of Chinese language and 
culture, and the idea of persons as relationally situated and constituted.  

In order to be as responsible as possible to the Chinese tradition, then, Ames 
anchors his discussion of Confucian ethics on several key terms and ideas: 
persons as human becomings, human nature as conduct, persons as relational, he 
和  (harmony), li 礼  (propriety in roles and relations), ren 仁  (relational 
virtuosity/consummate conduct), shu 恕 (putting oneself in the other’s place), 
zhong 忠  (doing one’s utmost), yi 义  (optimal appropriateness), xin 信 
(making good on one’s word), and de 德 (excelling morally). While some 
scholars object to Ames’s arguably interpretation-laden translations, his helpful 
and insightful expositions are deeply grounded, not only in the original texts and 
commentaries but also in the work of twentieth-century New Confucian Tang 
Junyi. Ames recognizes these Chinese ideas in their own context and draws on 
previous appropriations within the Confucian tradition, like those of Tang Junyi, 
in order to appreciate Confucian ethics as a distinctly Chinese project. 
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In addition to locating his project within the Confucian tradition, Ames also 
sees his project as appreciating the worth and value of this tradition as a 
contribution to contemporary ethical discourse. This second pole—inseparable 
from the first—runs throughout the text but is especially prominent in section 4. 
Ames makes it clear that neither he nor the early Confucian texts are offering an 
ethical theory, per se, but, rather they present an “enduring vision of the 
consummate life” (257). This intervention builds on certain twentieth-century 
critiques of ethical theory (and philosophical theory) such as those of John 
Dewey,1 and in this sense is aimed at the very role and nature of theory qua 
theory in our ethical thinking and living. From a Confucian perspective, the idea 
of traditional Western moral theory that sets out rules, principles, or precepts that 
are to be followed universally is almost perverse and surely does not point to the 
heights of human flourishing in which the early Confucians are interested. 
Consider Analects 2.3:  

 
The Master said, “Lead the people with administrative injunctions (zheng 政) 
and keep them orderly with penal law (xing 刑 ), and they will avoid 
punishments but will be without a sense of shame. Lead them with excellence 
(de 德) and keep them orderly through observing ritual propriety (li 禮) and 
they will develop a sense of shame, and moreover, will order themselves.” 
(Ames and Rosemont 1998, 76)  
 

That is, the early Confucians recognized that sometimes rules or principles might 
be pragmatically necessary, but such rules were not considered particularly 
useful in guiding others to moral behavior. Ames writes that Confucian role 
ethics “looks primarily to the contours of our concrete familial and social roles 
for guidance, roles that are existentially more instructive than … abstractions” 
(162). Compared to traditional Western ethical theory, whose normative force 
comes from abstract principles, virtues, or commitments to universality in one 
way or another, Confucian role ethics appears as a kind of anti-theory. Ames 
maintains that the normative force of Confucian role ethics arises in and from 
specific, particular roles and relationships and cannot be reduced to an 
abstraction or generalization from such relationships.  

Ames is careful to describe this vision of early Confucian ethics as a “role” 
ethics—in part to distinguish his ethical vision from other contemporary theorists 
working in Confucian virtue ethics. Virtue ethics, as a category of theory, appears 
problematic as a characterization of Confucian ethics for (at least) two reasons. 

                                                               
1 See Dewey (1988). Dewey argues that ethical theorists are mistaken in their pursuit of a 
single, ultimate, unitary principle. Instead, they should be focusing on how to negotiate and 
reconcile moral conflicts given a situation of moral uncertainty. 
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First, there is a real risk of falling into a philosophical double bind, in which 
Confucian “virtue” ethics is subsumed under Aristotelian virtue ethics; although 
this aids in understanding some aspects of Confucian thought, it runs real risks of 
covering over certain distinctive features of Confucian thought such as process 
cosmology and relational personal identity. Second, as Ames stresses, “the main 
problem in the way we have come to think about virtues is the tendency to reify 
and ‘metaphysicalize’ them and give them a life of their own. … in doing so, we 
take the fixed and final to come before experience … we mistakenly take kinds 
and categories as an adequate expression of what are complex, relationally 
defined, social situations … and we think that because we have abstract names 
we also have ‘things’ that match up with them (in our appeal to virtues such as 
‘courage’ and ‘justice’” (181). In other words, by attempting to properly name 
(zhengming 正名) Confucian ethics as Confucian role ethics, Ames hopes to aid 
us in our efforts at responsible and careful attention to the texts and ideas in their 
appropriate context.  

When Ames discusses Confucian role ethics, he stresses repeatedly that this is 
not a vision of ethical life in which one plays certain roles but, rather, that one 
lives her roles and relationships. Thinking about Japanese Nō theater and the role 
of masks, Sakabe Megumi writes, “Nothing exists but surfaces, grids of surfaces. 
Nothing but omote. Nothing but reflections. Nothing but shades. Therefore, there 
are no substantial beings, no being that has been fixed in its sameness” (Megumi 
1999, 247). In other words, there is no one and no thing behind the role, no 
maskless face waiting to be given direction. Instead, on this account we are no 
more and no less than our roles and relations, and it is from and in these roles and 
relations that we grow and learn. There is no blank actor, waiting for ethical 
injunctions, but rather a drama already in progress, with only characters. Not 
only are these roles and relationships given, in many ways, by our 
socio-historical and cultural situations, but as we grow in them and live them we 
contribute back to our histories and cultures, in a sort of grand hermeneutic 
circle. 

Ames ends this book with a provocative epilogue—The Limits of Confucian 
Role Ethics—that recognizes the ways in which this style of ethics, although 
needed in the contemporary world, is also discomfiting in certain respects given 
both what we (contemporary philosophers) have come to expect from an ethical 
theory, and the ways in which our contemporary situation is starkly different 
from the context from which this ethics arose.  

He identifies two interrelated aspects of Confucian role ethics that need more 
work and more thought: the lack of regulative ideals in this framework and the 
problems that sometimes accompany guanxi 关系 (the networks of interpersonal 
relations running throughout Chinese society, often described positively in terms 
of social capital, or more negatively as cronyism). After giving a careful account 
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of the many ways in which Confucian role ethics has much to offer, Ames admits 
that this way of thinking about ethics has limitations. The question here is the 
extent to which a Confucian emphasis on particularity and close, vibrant, 
personal relationships can be used and abused, and on the need for an optimal 
and harmonious balance between the partial and the impartial. 

I would like to suggest an additional area in which this ethics might need 
further theorizing (or anti-theorizing, as the case may be). As Ames is aware and 
discusses to some extent, an important critical voice in contemporary ethical 
discourse is that of feminist philosophy. Confucian role ethics both resonates in 
certain ways with some twentieth- and twenty-first-century feminist critiques of 
Western philosophy and raises a few feminist red flags.2 Ames writes that “the 
Confucian appeal to family as the organizing metaphor for the human experience 
is not altogether benign” (261). 

Specifically, we might ask, given certain parallels in critiques of individuality 
and cosmology, how might Confucian role ethics respond to the needs of those 
whose intersectional identities are not in power? As Ames reminds us, the 
Confucian insight about the centrality of the family in nurturing and developing 
moral persons has many existential resonances in the contemporary world, but 
putting families at the center of an ethical vision should concern us, not only 
when it comes to a lack of impartiality or a predominance of nepotism but also 
when it comes to the welfare of those not in power within a given family 
structure. A vision of ethical living should be able to respond in a robust way to 
the voice of the abused wife or child, for example, and provide options and 
strategies for those who are oppressed to leave oppressive relationships or, on a 
larger scale, make changes to oppressive institutions. This is not to say that 
Ames’s call for provisional regulative ideals is not appropriate here but, rather, to 
suggest that there might be additional resources within the Confucian tradition to 
appreciate not only the ways in which Confucian ethics are preemptory, as Ames 
argues, but also to find the tools for situations that demand moral imagination.  

We might, perhaps, extend some of Ames’s claims about the nature of 
persons—as situated, contextual, relational—to the nature of institutions such as 
families, communities, and workplaces. After all, in a world that is ceaselessly 
changing, cycling, and transforming, the family should not become a locus of the 
philosophical fallacy. It, too, is no more and no less than its roles and 
relationships, and those roles and relationships are located in a context—social, 
historical, cultural, linguistic—with certain normative boundaries, appropriate 
actions and behaviors, and ritualized activities. Families (as a paradigm example 
of institutions) are not just the site of moral development and the locus of moral 
                                                               
2 For an excellent discussion of one way of thinking about Confucian ethics and feminist 
ethics, see Dalmiya (2009). 
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growth; they are subject to ethical standards—harmony, virtuosity, propriety, and 
so on. And just as Xunzi 29.6 tells us that being consummate and virtuous is 
loving oneself (renzhe ziai 仁者自爱), so, too, at the level of the institution—the 
family—its members and should organize itself in the most optimal and 
harmonious manner possible while at the same time maintaining a level of care 
and consideration for itself. This is not a call for selfishness, but a recognition of 
the ways in which interrelated, dynamic persons—and, so, interrelated, dynamic 
families—participate in one another’s successes.  

As Ames writes, “Confucian role ethics begins by considering what is 
happening, and ends by trying to make what is happening happen better” (189). 
This can and should take place not only at the level of persons, or the level of 
regulative ideals, but also at those levels between the most personal and the most 
general. In a contemporary context, this means that we consider what is 
happening now and what and how families are and then try to think through how 
this vision of ethical living might help us to appreciate and improve ourselves 
and one another as we move forward in the twenty-first century. We can 
appreciate Confucian role ethics not only as persons trying to find our way in the 
world but as persons who live most of our lives at institutional levels and who 
are seeking not only to be meaningful within these institutions but to make 
meaningful contributions to how these institutions function.  
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