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SPECIAL THEME

Introduction to the Special Theme on Philosophical
Aspects of Management, Governance, and Organization in
China

Is management and organization much the same the world over, or are there
significant cultural variations to the practice of management, the concerns of
managers, or the sensibilities they bring to their roles (Yang 2012)? What is
distinctive about managing and organizing in China?

Although framed as an empirical question, the answers are necessarily
philosophical because they are concerned with what organization means, how
authority is legitimized, what counts as “good work,” the value ascribed to action
and outcomes, and the construct of human agency.

The four papers in this Issue of Frontiers of Philosophy in China address the
question in the case of China, each framing it quite differently.

Yuan Li argues that Shi 3f is integral to the way that Chinese managers
approach business strategy, defining Shi as a natural force, flow, energy or power
deriving a moral value when managers tune into it for their own benefit. She
points out that it would be wrong to think of Shi as a thing, an identifiable,
measurable current; rather, awareness of Shi arises in a way of perceiving that
she characterizes as distinctively Chinese—or at least non-Western. This may
have implications for the ways in which strategy is practiced—Iless forceful
imposition of preconceived plans, more intuitive flowing with the force of Shi.

Alicia Hennig offers a comparison of virtue ethics in Aristotelian, Confucian
and Daoist traditions, seeking first to elucidate what “virtue” means in each case,
enumerating and defining virtues that best characterize each, and then
speculating on possible implications for managerial practice. She compares
constructions of virtue as primarily social and communitarian with those rooted
in personal control or perfection, suggesting the emphasis has changed over time
in all three traditions.

Peng Xinwu takes a broad historical perspective on a tension between the “rule
of law” and the “rule of man,” following the social and political expression of
Legalism through numerous vicissitudes. Peng provides not just a history of
Legalism as a political ideology or judicial policy, but rather, a discussion of the
advantages of a political culture in which the sovereign authorities (including
senior state functionaries) are subject to the same laws and sanctions as all other
citizens.



536 Jonathan Gosling

Malcolm Warner opens his paper with an appreciative account of the impact of
Confucian ideas on management and organization, and then reports on an
original and innovative empirical study of published sources to somewhat
confound his own expectations. Analyzing the use and combination of key terms,
such as “Confucian” with “Management,” and charting these frequencies over a
century of Chinese-language publications, he finds that the influence of
Confucian ideas in serious management literature is somewhat less than might be
expected from the degree of popular interest and apparent appeal. This might
indicate that a romantic and perhaps nostalgic notion of “ancient Chinese
philosophy” actually has little impact on what is a globally consistent set of
managerial ideas, constructs and rationales.

These four papers are thus all seeking ways to compare East and West; this is
an inherently problematic task because any comparison must be made from one
particular linguistic and semantic perspective that is likely to distort or exclude
meanings, references and symbolic nuances that would be evident in another
language or from another epistemological perspective. (One might even say that
this relativism is itself culturally peculiar!) However, it is important to recognize
at the outset that there is no objective place from which to compare cultures
or—in this instance—organization theories. Rather, one has to make fairly bold
assumptions about common heuristics and hermeneutic good will; and then
abstract selected intellectual entities from their cultural contexts in order to
examine and compare them with others. For example, Alicia Hennig’s paper sets
out to compare virtues, but finds that the meaning of ethics and virtue changes
along with differing concepts of nature, human agency, and social belonging.
Thus she distinguishes a Daoist focus on the harmonious relation of the
individual to nature (ziran FIY), from a Confucian insistence that the individual
should harmonise with society. In both cases, though, the key is harmony,
whether cultivated by wu wei Z.£% (non-action) or ren [~ (duty). On the face of
it these two could not be more different—one a skillful and sensitive withdrawal
from entanglement in cause-effect cycles; the other an equally sensitive but
earnest engagement in duty, embodied in family and social roles. Yet both (like
Aristotle) appear to envisage a “therapeutic self’—a self whose activity, when
not distracted by inordinate affections and urges, is in perfect harmony with a
sublime order.

Such concern with the “care of the self” is, according to Foucault (1994), a
foundational Greek construct that characterizes Western culture and philosophy.
It might therefore be the basis for a claim that virtue ethics, Daoist, Confucian,
and Aristotelian, have “care of the self” in common.

But another paper in this collection would suggest otherwise. Yuan Li argues
that the notion of a self implies an ego—alter dualism and a teleological
orientation that is unwarranted in a Chinese way of being. Toshihiko Izutsu (1977)
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pointed this out in his classic collection of essays on Zen Buddhism, where, in
three steps, he guides us towards a Zen consciousness (Izutsu 1977, 19). First,
Cartesian empiricism accepts a subject-object distinction: an ego that works on
its selfhood like a potter fashions his clay. Second, Heideggerian Verfallenheit
recognizes the self as “being-within-the-world,” inseparable from, affecting and
affected by all, constantly reconfigured and existentially interdependent. But
Izutsu warns that even this de-structured selthood rests on a certain turn of mind
that distinguishes knower from known—an intellectual world-view that depends
on “the conviction, whether explicit or implicit, of the independent existence of
the ego-substance which stands opposed to external substantial objects” (Izutsu
1977, 20). Thus his third step posits “a hidden something like a metaphysical
principle which is, though invisible, constantly at work, ready to be realized at
any moment through the human mind to transform the normal view of the world
into something entirely different. ... called in Buddhism the tathdgata-garhbha,
the “Womb of the absolute Reality’” (Izutsu 1977, 20). This metaphysical reality
is behind ego-consciousness, prior to and beyond ends and means; Izutsu refers
to it as the SEE that underlies the Heideggerian “I see” and the Cartesian “I see
myself.” Indeed, all seeing is an actualization of SEE.

This formulation might be applied also to Yuan Li’s radical concept of Shi: a
Chinese entrepreneur, she might suggest, actualizes Shi.

This throws a rather different light on our previous consideration of Daoist and
Confucian ethics. A Zen perspective on Daoism—the two being close equivalents,
according to Izutsu (1967) amongst others—would see wuwei = £}, as a
distillation towards no-thingness; not the cultivation of an essentialist ego that is
there to be improved. In this way, Daoism is radically opposed to Confucianism.

We have dwelt at some length on these arguments because they address the
intriguing difference in approach of the two papers by Yuan Li and Alicia Hennig.
While the former is contrasting essentialist and processual ontologies (which she
characterizes as broadly representative of “Western” and “Eastern” philosophies),
the latter is weaving together strands that she holds to be different but
commensurate. This commensurability is tested briefly in a speculative
application to imagined managerial predicaments, demonstrating that in the face
of practical decision-making the difference between an Aristotelian, a Confucian,
and a Daoist might be more one of tone and amplitude of action, rather than of
widely differing values. The contrast might have been greater if Han Fei’s
Legalism had been included in the comparison; or still more starkly, Li Zongwu’s
Thick Black Theory (Chin-Ning Chu, 1995), which eschews virtue per se in favor
of political pragmatism. Successful leaders are noted for the ability to adopt “a
‘thick face,” which can mean both shamelessness and a willingness to do
anything to achieve a goal, or strong defences that will repel attackers; and a
‘black heart,” or ruthlessness” (Witzel 2017, 328). As Witzel goes on to say, “Li
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has been compared to Machiavelli, and both Chinese and Western commentators
have called him immoral. But Thick Black Theory can also be read, like
Machiavelli, as a description of how the world of early twentieth-century China
really worked” (Witzel 2017, 328).

Indeed, ethical behavior has seldom been entrusted entirely to the
self-regulation of virtuous individuals and harmonious societies. As one
interviewee in Ma and Tsui’s 2015 study of values in contemporary organizations
puts it: “[my company’s policy] is something Western. The Western model has a
very simple logic. The first assumption is that people are evil and need
systematic restrictions. ...I often reflect on myself: am I good? Of course I am
good. Do I have my wicked side? Unfortunately, I do. Therefore, since I have a
wicked side myself, how can I require other people to be 100% good? This logic
is very clear when I run my business” (Ma and Tsui 2015, 21).

The efficacy of moral principles in organizational life is an empirical question,
and brings us back to Malcolm Warner’s intriguing approach to this problem.
Noting the popularity of references to Confucius in contemporary management
publications, he goes on to ask if this represents a serious engagement between
modern organizational and business theories and Confucian scholars.
Surprisingly, he finds this engagement to be in decline, prompting a tentative
hypothesis that the organization and management of modern corporations is
adequately described, theorized, and prescribed for in universally common terms.
In effect, he finds little evidence of “management with Chinese characteristics,”
when these are defined as somewhat “Confucian.”

The question of regulation is central to Peng Xinwu’s paper, though oriented
more towards political than commercial governance. A substantial historical
account is woven around one core issue: whether the law acts as an impersonal
framework within which politicians maneuver, or whether leaders assume the
right to re-define the law in response to circumstances—and their own interests.
Some historical periods have been marked by a relatively stable acceptance of
one side or the other of this dichotomy, but the matter has also often been hotly
contested. Peng Xinwu suggests that we are now in such a period of contested
values, arguing for a shift towards the impartial rule of law. This paper may thus
appear as something of a challenge to Alicia Hennig’s thesis, implying we cannot
rely on personally virtuous behavior to replace law and regulation. However,
such a response would be unnecessarily obtuse: we might rather look more
closely at how rulers guide their actions, whether within or beyond the law, to
discern the values that guide their actions and the self-image they cultivate.

So, in conclusion, I am very pleased to recommend these four papers as a
diverse set, taking remarkably dissimilar routes of inquiry, and yet exploring a
discernably single territory—managerial authority in China.
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