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Introduction: Contemporary Confucian Political Philosophy
Introduction
In comparison with Confucian ethics, Confucian political philosophy has been significantly understudied in the contemporary scholarship. Part of the explanation for this fact is a common (mis)perception that ancient Confucianism has little, if anything, to contribute to contemporary political philosophy, which is connected with a related (mis)perception that Confucianism is essentially an ethical theory, lacking a corresponding political vision. The so-called political philosophy in Confucianism is nothing but ethics for those particular individuals who happen to be rulers. These (mis)perceptions are now seriously challenged. A significant number of scholars have done serious work to bring the ancient Confucian tradition to bear on many important and urgent social and political issues we are facing today, often through engaging dialogues with contemporary Western political philosophers. The result is a fast-growing literature of a very high quality, in the form of not only journal articles and book chapters but also of monographs in the field of Confucian political philosophy. This volume is a partial reflection on contemporary Confucian political philosophy. This chapter, as an Introduction, aims to provide an overview of the state of the field, followed by outlines of the chapters that follow.
Confucian Political Philosophy: The State of the Field
Virtue Politics
One of the underlying difficulties for Confucianism in developing a robust political philosophy is that, in its ethical dimensions, Confucianism promotes primarily a form of virtue ethics rather than consequentialism or deontology. The latter two, as ethical theories, can be readily developed into political philosophy, if they are not originally political theories in the first place. Consequentialism uses the effects of an action or rule to determine whether it is morally right or wrong (ethics), and likewise looks to the effects of laws and social policies to determine whether these are morally right or wrong (political philosophy). Similarly, deontology uses moral principles to determine both whether a particular action is morally right or wrong (ethics) as well as whether a particular law, social policy, or social institution is morally right or wrong (political philosophy). In contrast, virtue ethics is concerned with the character traits of individual persons: what character traits are virtues and what character traits are vices. They seem to have little if any direct application in evaluating laws, policies, and social institutions. So the key to developing a plausible Confucian political philosophy lies in identifying a plausible idea of virtue politics, a political philosophy that is based on or derived from the very idea of virtue.
The most direct and most natural way to develop a virtue politics, from the Confucian perspective, is perhaps to argue that the political leaders must have virtues. This is the central feature of the type of virtue politics developed by Kim Sungmoon in his recent book, Theorizing Confucian Virtue Politics: Political Philosophy of Mencius and Xunzi. Kim makes four propositions for his virtue politics, two of which are directed to virtue politics in this sense. The first proposition, which he simply calls the virtue proposition, states that political theories are predicated on virtue ethics (Kim 2019: 5). This is not controversial, as what makes virtue politics unique is that it is based on virtue ethics. Kim’s second proposition, which he calls the virtue politics proposition, states that virtue politics “relies primarily on the ruler’s moral character for its moral goal and political viability” (Kim 2019: 5–6). This proposition is indeed fully supported in Confucianism, as Confucius and his followers all emphasize that political leaders must have virtues. Luo Shirong uses “virtue politics” also in this sense in his paper, “Confucius’s Virtue Politics: Ren as Leadership Virtue.” By ren as a leadership virtue, Luo means that “if one possesses ren to a substantial degree, one is worthy of being a ruler or a governmental official …. Ren is the moral qualification for a leadership position” (Luo 2012: 15–16). However, virtue politics understood this way faces the very problem that contemporary critics think plagues Confucianism as a political philosophy: Confucian politics promotes a kind of rule by persons (ren zhi 人治), or rule by virtue (de zhi 德治), that is, rule by virtuous persons, and not rule of laws (fa zhi 法治). For example, Liang Qichao 梁啟超, in his A History of Political Thought in Pre-Qin China, claims that Confucianism is an ideology of rule by persons (he uses the term ren zhi zhuyi 人治主義), according to which “there are only ruling persons but no ruling laws …. A state comes into being when you have the ruling person and gone when the person is gone” (Liang 1996: 253). The question is of course not whether political leaders should have virtues, which is largely the business of (virtue) ethics; rather it is whether there is a need for political institutions with laws and social policies, and, if so, how a virtue based political philosophy can determine whether a political institution or law or social policy is moral or not. This is the job of (virtue) politics, which is not answered in this type of virtue politics.
The second way to develop a virtue politics is to argue that it is a legitimate function of the government to cultivate the virtue of its people. This is indeed significant, especially if we consider the view of contemporary political liberals on this issue. One of the unique features of contemporary liberalism is its insistence on the separation of the personal and the political. This separation not only means that the personal is not political, so that the government should not intrude on citizens’ private lives; it also means that the political is not personal, so that the job of government is merely to establish rules to coordinate actions of individuals in society. Government does not, and does not aim to, make these individuals either virtuous or vicious. The only thing it cares about is that they will be law-abiding. In this sense, clearly Confucianism holds a significantly different view, and this is the reason why most efforts to develop a Confucian virtue politics, including those by one of us (see Huang 2014, 2015, 2018), have followed this route. For example, Eirik Harris argues that Xunzi has such a virtue politics, which, according to Harris, “is a political theory that aims at making people virtuous and relies on them being virtuous” (Harris 2013: 94). Similarly, May Sim, in a comparative study of Aristotle and Confucius, argues that these two philosophers share a virtue-oriented politics, according to which, “the aim of government is to make people virtuous …. Accordingly, education is of central concern in governance” (Sim 2007: 53). Indeed, the third proposition, the moral education proposition, of Kim Sungmoon’s Confucian virtue politics is also on this point: Confucian virtue politics “requires the people’s virtue, making the people’s moral cultivation the most profound perfectionist concern of the Confucian state” (Kim 2019: 6). Virtue politics in this sense is indeed not only very germane to Confucianism but also indicates an important function of the government that contemporary liberal philosophers tend to neglect or reject. However, if this is everything we can expect from Confucian political philosophy, it is certainly unsatisfactory, for government performs many more functions. In order to perform all these functions well, including the function of moral education of its people, there is the need to establish a system of laws and social policies, and we need to have criteria to determine the morality of these laws and social policies.
So the most important and perhaps also the most difficult way to develop a Confucian virtue politics is to establish a link between the virtue of individual persons and justice of the system of laws and social policies of a society, something that one of us has been recently pursuing (Huang 2019a). Such a job is of course impossible if Liang Qichao is right that Confucianism promotes rule by persons and not rule by laws: if there are no laws, then the issue of morality or justice of laws will not arise in the first place. Of course, Liang is wrong. While it’s true that Confucianism emphasizes that political leaders must have virtues, it does not mean that, for Confucians, the system of laws and social policies are therefore dispensable. Mencius makes an analogy between the roles of political institutions, including the system of laws, for a ruler and of tools for a carpenter: just as the latter are necessary for the carpenter, the former are necessary for the ruler. Then he explains that “there are rulers with benevolent hearts and a reputation of benevolence, and yet they cannot benefit their people and set examples for their posterity; the reason is precisely that they don’t follow the political institutions of the former kings” (Mencius 4A1). This, of course, does not mean that the benevolent heart of the ruler is not necessary for good government for Mencius; rather it means that political institutions are also necessary. This point is made most clear immediately following the passage just quoted: “goodness alone is not sufficient for government, and laws alone cannot be effective” (Mencius 4A1). So Confucianism does promote rule of laws. The question is how Confucianism, as a form of virtue ethics, can provide a criterion to judge whether a particular law or the set of political institutions as a whole is moral or just. Here we can again look to the Mencius, toward the end of the same passage: “having taxed their heart-mind to its utmost capacity, the former kings went on to establish the political institutions that cannot bear to see others’ suffering, thus putting the whole world under the shelter of their benevolence” (Mencius 4A1). What we can see from Mencius here is an analogue of how virtue ethics evaluate an action: an action is morally right if it is what a virtuous person would characteristically do in such a particular situation; thus, a law is just if it is what a virtuous legislator would make.
Thus, Confucian virtue politics can be and have been pursued in three different ways: virtue politics as a politics that requires political leaders to be virtuous, virtue politics as a politics that sees it a function of the state to provide moral education to its people, and virtue politics as a politics that uses virtues to determine whether a political institution, including its laws and social policies, is moral or not. Of course, these three are fully compatible with each other, and a genuine and robust Confucian virtue politics should include all three of them.
State Perfectionism
State perfectionism is a rival to the liberal idea of neutrality in the contemporary debate over whether a state or government has the function of promoting good ways of life and, for that matter, of demoting bad ways of life among its people. Generally speaking, liberalism maintains that, since people have different conceptions of the good, the state should be neutral with respect to them, while state perfectionists argue that government should promote good ways of life and demote bad ones. In this sense, most scholars believe that Confucianism is a type of state perfectionism. However, the actual situation in this debate is much more complicated, and this is at least partially related to what we mean by “good” and, for that matter, “bad.” There are at least three different senses of good: religious/metaphysical, moral, and personal. The distinction between the moral and the personal is whether it is other-regarding or self-regarding. For example, honesty is a morally good character, while dishonesty is a morally bad character, where both a person’s being honest and dishonest will affect people (whether or not it will affect the person himself or herself at the same time); in contrast, the action or disposition of appreciating natural beauty is normally considered to be personally good, while the action or disposition of patiently spending long hours counting the grains of sand on a beach is normally considered personally bad, since neither significantly affects people other than the agents themselves. Religious and metaphysical good often involves both self-regarding and the other-regarding aspects and aims to provide a religious and metaphysical ground for moral and personal goods: why one particular character/action is considered to be good and another is bad, whether self-regarding or other regarding.
With this distinction among the three types of goods, religious/metaphysical, moral, and personal, that government ought or ought not to promote, we can now see where Confucianism stands in this debate between liberal neutrality and state perfectionism. First is the issue of whether a government ought to promote religious/metaphysical good, especially by grounding political principles of justice in a particular religious and metaphysical conception of the good. This is also central to the liberal-communitarian debate (see Huang 2001), a debate often misunderstood as one between individualism and collectivism. For example, Rawls argues that a political conception of the right should not be grounded in any religious and metaphysical conception of the good in a religiously and metaphysically plural society, because if we do so, in order to promote our political conception of the right, we have to promote the religious/metaphysical conception of the good from which the conception of the right is derived or in which it is grounded (Rawls 1993: 174). Rawls thus does not think that the state should promote such religious/metaphysical conceptions of good, which makes him an anti-perfectionist in this sense, or liberal neutralist. In contrast, communitarians such as Alasdair McIntyre, Charles Taylor, and Michael Sandel can be considered to be state perfectionist in this sense. MacIntyre, for example, argues that a religious and metaphysical conception of the human good is a necessary condition for principles of justice (MacIntyre 1990: 351). So in order to promote a conception of political justice within a society, it is necessary to promote the religious/metaphysical conceptions of the good from which the former is derived or in which it is grounded. In arguing against contemporary liberalism, Jiang Qing’s Confucian constitutionalism is a rare version of state perfectionism promoting a religious and metaphysical conception of good in the Confucian tradition. Jiang claims that the basic feature of his Confucian constitutionalism is “the sovereignty of heaven,” which “means that heaven is the ultimate source of constitutional sovereignty. Confucian religion holds that the universe, and all it contains, comes from heaven, which is the origin of human life and culture” (Jiang 2013: 48). He further explains that the “heaven to which sovereignty belongs is, according to Confucian religion, a metaphysical, sacred, and personal heaven. The personality of heaven is not simply modelled on that of human beings. It is expressed by the creativity, lordship, will and nature of heaven” (Jiang 2013: 50). To practice such a state perfectionism in a religiously/metaphysically plural society faces the challenge from liberalism: how can it be fair to members of the society who do not hold this particular religious conception of the good (see Chan 2013: 104)?
We can see that Confucianism is clearly a type state perfectionism in the moral sense. In other words, Confucianism believes that government should promote other-regarding virtues and behaviors among its citizens and demote other-regarding vices or forms of harm (see Huang 2015: 195–202). This is clear from our discussion of the second way to develop Confucian virtue politics above, as it is a politics that aims to cultivate the moral virtues of its citizens. Indeed, most attempts to develop Confucian state perfectionism more or less fall into this category. Steve Angle’s version of Confucian state perfectionism presents a moral perfectionism that takes its promising points of departure from Xu Fuguan and Mou Zongsan: “Their advocacy of ‘moral edification (jiaohua 教化)’ as a political goal makes clear that they are perfectionists, since they believe that the state should play a role in citizens’ ethical improvement” (Angle 2010: 201). Joseph Chan claims that Confucian perfectionism “should offer a list of items that constitute the good life and good social order—such as valuable social relationships, practical wisdom and learning, sincerity, harmony, social and political trust and care, moral and personal autonomy, and economic sufficiency and self-responsibility” (Chan 2014: 203). Chan himself calls this version of Confucian perfectionism a “political” perfectionism, in the same sense John Rawls describes his own theory of justice as “political, not metaphysical.” In other words, Chan wants to emphasize that his perfectionism is not metaphysical perfectionism. He makes this point clear when he says, “The Confucian perfectionism in political philosophy and politics that I espouse thus takes the form of moderate perfectionism. As a moral philosophy Confucianism may develop its conception of the good life comprehensively and rigorously. However, as a political or public philosophy for modern times, this conception should not be derived from a comprehensive doctrine of the good” (Chan 2014: 203). Since the list of goods this type of perfectionism thinks government can and should legitimately promote is mostly other-regarding and, in any case, does not include the self-regarding personal goods that typically appear in the debate between liberalism and state perfectionism, we can also roughly see Chan’s version of state perfectionism as a type of moral perfectionism. Although presented as a contrast or alternative to Chan’s Confucian perfectionism, Kim Sungmoon’s version of Confucian democratic perfectionism also falls into the category of moral perfectionism. In the view of Kim’s Confucian perfectionism, “the state is permitted to publicly promote a (characteristically) Confucian way of life, at the heart of which lies a constellation of values such as, but not limited to, filial piety, ritual propriety, respect for elders, ancestor worship, harmony within the (extended) family, and social harmony” (Kim 2016: 14). Here, perhaps with the exception of ancestor worship (perhaps for this reason he regards his perfectionism as partially comprehensive, that is, partially including the good in a religious and metaphysical sense), all the goods that Kim’s perfectionism aims to promote are moral goods, that is, the other-regarding goods, and not religious or metaphysical.
However, just as most state perfectionists today are not keen on the role of the state in promoting any particular religious and metaphysical conceptions of the good, most state neutralists today are not in favor of the idea that the state should be morally neutral. For example, Bruce Ackerman, a liberal neutralist, argues that “whatever else it may be, neutrality is not a way of transcending value; it is a value, which can only be defended by locating its relationship to other values” such as tolerance, equality, liberty, and mutual respect (Ackerman 1990: 29). Charles Larmore, another liberal neutralist, points out that liberal neutrality merely “aims to be neutral with respect to controversial views of the good life” (Larmore 1996: 125). So one aspect of the debate between liberal neutralists and state perfectionists centers on whether it is the job of a government to promote personal goods, or the self-regarding behaviors or dispositions, and discourage personal vices among its citizens. For example, according to Thomas Hurka, a state perfectionist, the government can do things to not only children but also adults so that they love knowledge of the natural world and culture, literature, music, and athletics while becoming averse to drug-taking and professional wrestling (Hurka 1993: 159). Here all those things, good and bad, are primarily self-regarding. Similarly, George Sher, another prominent state perfectionist, thinks that the government ought to promote, among its citizens, knowledge of the world, rational activity, social interaction, moral goodness, the appreciation of true beauty, and the development of one’s native abilities. Here, except moral goodness, all are self-regarding, and they are good in a personal sense. The examples Steve Wall, also a state perfectionist, thinks a government can promote, such as appreciation of high art (even among people who prefer something else), and demote, such as consumption of drugs (even among knowledgeable people willing to use it at their own risks), are also self-regarding. It is with respect to such good/bad behaviors and dispositions of citizens that liberal neutralists insist that the state ought to maintain neutrality. It is also in this aspect that we think Confucian state perfectionists, who tend to not make a clear distinction between the moral good and personal good that government ought to promote, still have a lot of work to do. As we have seen above, the goods that Joseph Chan’s Confucian perfectionism aims to promote include mostly moral goods (other-regarding), which are not controversial. However, in another place, he provides a slightly different list: “the state may promote specific valuable goods such as the arts, knowledge, family life, and other valuable social relationships, and basic human virtues such as benevolence, courage, and practical wisdom” (Chan 2014: 102). Here, art appreciation and knowledge acquisition, in themselves, are self-regarding goods. Reasons the state has to promote the virtue of benevolence, an other-regarding disposition, cannot be used to justify the state promoting appreciation of arts, a self-regarding disposition. The reasons that state perfectionists in contemporary Western political philosophy have used to argue that the state should promote such self-regarding behaviors and dispositions and demote the opposite among its citizens prove to be inadequate to respond to the objections from liberal neutralists (Huang 2015: 189–95). So it would be a great contribution if Confucian state perfectionists can provide some better and more plausible reasons to argue for the governmental promotion of personal goods. This is, of course, only if these Confucian state perfectionists do think it a legitimate function for the government to perform, but some may not. Kim Sungmoon, for one, in his criticism of some Confucian state perfectionists, seems to hold a liberal neutralist view on self-regarding goods. He says that it is debatable whether the state can exercise paternalism over adult drug addicts in the name of their long-term interests. He argues that, from the Confucian view, “the state … has no parental authority over adult citizens with diverse, often conflicting and incommensurable, moral interests” (Kim 2016: 63). Here I assume that by “moral interests” he means what Ronald Dworkin calls “ethical interests,” that is, self-regarding interests. Dworkin draws a distinction between morality and ethics in which the former is other-regarding and the latter self-regarding (Dworkin 1990: 9).
Theoretically, these three types of state perfectionism are not contradictory to each other, and a radical state perfectionist, someone like Jiang Qing, for example, may embrace all three and weave them coherently into a systematic state perfectionism. Generally speaking, any state perfectionism in the religious/metaphysical sense can easily adopt state perfectionism in the other two senses. However, as mentioned above, today very few state perfectionists would regard it the function of government to promote religious and metaphysical conceptions of the good in contemporary societies characterized by religious plurality; similarly, very few liberal neutralists today have any serious problem with the state promoting non-controversial other-regarding moral goods and demoting non-controversial other-regarding vices or forms of harm. The thorniest issue in the contemporary debate between liberal neutralism and state perfection is whether it is a proper function of the government to promote self-regarding personal goods and demote self-regarding vices or harm. It is on this point we hope Confucians can make some unique contributions.
Distributive Justice
As we have just said, political philosophy is primarily concerned with social institutions and not individual persons, which is the business of ethics. Now, as famously stated by John Rawls, the most influential contemporary political philosopher, “justice is the first virtue of social institutions,” and so “laws and institutions no matter how efficient and well-arranged must be reformed or abolished if they are unjust” (Rawls 1999: 3). Thus justice has been one of the important topics, if not the most important one, in contemporary political philosophy. In attempts to develop or construct Confucian political philosophy, one of the central topics is indeed also justice, particularly distributive justice. Although John Rawls develops two serially ordered principles of justice, and his difference principle governing distributive justice is only one of the two components of the second principle, it is also the most unique, if not most controversial, part of his theory of justice. It is on this issue that we can observe that contemporary Confucian political philosophers have actively developed forms of Confucian egalitarianism, sufficientarianism, prioritarianism, and meritarianism (economic meritocracy), drawing on different passages of Confucian classics and sometimes with different interpretations of the same passages of these classics.
Strict egalitarianism, the view that economic equality is not only an intrinsic value (and thus inequality is an intrinsic disvalue) but it is also a value that cannot be outweighed by, and should instead trump, any other values, has some counterintuitive consequences. On the one hand, in an originally equal society, if someone can be made better-off without thereby making anyone else worse-off, it is difficult to say that the resulting unequal society must be intrinsically worse than the original equal society. On the other hand, if an originally unequal society can be made equal only by making some people worse-off without making anyone else better off, then it is also difficult to see how the resulting equal society must be better than the original unequal society. Thus, plausible egalitarianism is one that regards equality as an intrinsic value, though it may be outweighed by other important values in some cases. John Rawls’s difference principle can be regarded as an example of such egalitarianism. The principle states, “Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are … to the greatest expected benefit of the least advantaged” (Rawls 1999: 72). As this principle allows inequalities, it cannot be regarded as strictly egalitarian. However, this principle stipulates only one condition under which inequality may be allowed. It thus sets the limit of inequality, and this condition itself is to the benefit of the least advantaged in an unequal society and thus has the effect of increasing equality. It is in this sense that Rawls claims that the difference principle has “the tendency to equality” (Rawls 1999: §17), and it is in this sense that we can regard it as a kind of egalitarianism.
A number of Confucian scholars aim to develop this Rawlsian version of an egalitarian conception of distributive justice. For example, after discussing some passages from the Mencius (3A4, 1A7) and the Analects (12.9), Bai Tongdong claims that “we can also imagine that Confucians can easily endorse the contemporary political philosopher John Rawls’s famous ‘difference principle,’ which is intended to take care of the worst-off in an effective and economically viable manner” (Bai 2019: 37). Bai claims that the only difference is that the Confucian understanding of the “worst-off” is broader, as it not only includes “those who are materially deprived,” as in Rawls’s conception, but also “those who are deprived of key social relations, like widows, orphans, and so on” (ibid.), who are not explicitly included in Rawls’s conception. (Although it seems that Rawls’s own conception of the worst-off, those in disadvantaged positions due to natural and social accidents, may actually already cover both groups and even beyond.) Based on Analects passages 13.9, 6.4, 14.11 and Mencius passage 1A7, Daniel Bell also argues that for Confucians, “the main obligation is to help the worst-off,” to which he adds a footnote: the “reader will pardon the use of anachronistic terminology. My point is to suggest that Confucius (if he were around today), may well have endorsed something like Rawls’s difference principle” (Bell 2006: 237). A more thorough comparative study of Rawls and Confucius on the issue of justice is undertaken by Eline Cline. Regarding distributive justice, Cline’s focus is on the Analects passage 16.1, in which Confucius worries more about the unequal distribution of wealth than poverty, since he believes that there will be no poverty if the wealth is equally distributed. Cline comments that this “is a clearest passage where Kongzi indicates how he thinks society should be ordered with respect to questions of fair distribution, and … it is important to note the concern that is shown with questions of fairness in relation to distribution here” (Cline 2013: 133–34). And Cline concludes, “Interestingly, both Rawls and the Analects maintain that it is important to work for greater economic equality, which for both of them means providing assistance to the poor and not the wealthy” (Cline 2013: 176), noting the difference that “Rawls focuses strictly on the fact that a sense of justice leads us to address those aspects of our lives that we cannot control, while Kongzi also discusses the fact that a sense of justice leads us to address those aspects of our lives that we can control” (ibid).
Rawls’s difference principle still regards equality as being of intrinsic value and is thus egalitarian. Some alternative conceptions of distributive justice, in contrast, claim that equality does not have any intrinsic value. One such alternative is Harry Frankfurt’s sufficientarianism, according to which, “Economic equality is not, as such, of particular moral importance. With respect to the distribution of economic assets, what is important from the point of view of morality is not that everyone should have the same but that each should have enough. If everyone had enough, it would be of no moral consequence whether some had more than others” (Frankfurt 1987: 21; emphasis original). By “enough” Frankfurt does not mean that any amount more than enough is bad or too much but only that any amount less than enough is deficient or bad. In other words, it only entails “that a certain requirement or standard has been met, with no implication that a large quantity would be bad” (Frankfurt 1987: 37). Moreover, to have enough is not to “get along or have enough to make life marginally tolerable” or “to avoid economic misery”; rather, to have enough means that to have more (than enough) will not enable the person “to become significantly less unhappy” (Frankfurt 1987: 38). In other words, to have enough is to be content with having no more than what one has. Joseph Chan argues that Confucianism holds a sufficientarian principle of distributive justice. His main textual support is Mencius 1A7, in which Mencius states that a good ruler needs to ensure that the means of support are sufficient for both the care of parents and for the support of wife and children, so that people can always have sufficient food in a good year and will not starve in bad years. According to this sufficiency principle, Chan claims that, for Mencius, the means of support “to be allocated should be more or less the same for every household of commoners,” with officials receiving more “because they make a greater contribution to society” (Chan 2014: 171), a point that we shall comment on below. Chan buttresses the identifiably Confucian nature of this principle of sufficiency by citing Xunzi 10.3a, in which Xunzi states that, when employing people, the government ought to make certain that the benefits they get from the employment are sufficient to provide a means of living for them. In his Democracy after Virtue, Kim Sungmoon devotes a whole chapter, Chap. 5, to developing and defending a Confucian version of sufficientarianism. He argues that, unlike liberal sufficientarianism, where sufficient resources are needed for “one’s effective self-realization according to her distinctive conception of the good life,” in Confucian sufficentarianism, sufficient resources are needed for “one’s moral development toward the monistic and universalist notion of goodness and ideally toward sagehood, the pinnacle of Confucian goodness” (Kim 2018: 148–49). Kim supports this claim by citing Mencius 1A7, in which Mencius says that, unlike a superior person who can have a constant moral heart even without a constant material means of support, common people cannot have a constant moral heart without a constant material means of support. Here, I trust that, for Confucians, it is true that material sufficiency is conducive to moral cultivation, but it may not be true that the only purpose of the government’s ensuring its people get enough is to cultivate their virtues, as if material wellbeing has no intrinsic value and is good only because it contributes to moral wellbeing.
Another alternative to strict egalitarianism is the prioritarianism developed by Derek Parfit. According to his priority view, “benefiting people matters more the worse off these people are”; in other words, “it is more important to benefit the worse off” (Parfit 1997: 213). This differs from utilitarians in that utilitarians agree to give priority to the worse off only if it produces overall greater utility, while prioritarians hold that we should give priority to the worse off even if it produces less utility than giving that benefit to the better off (although Parfit says that this is not absolute: benefits to the worse off could be morally outweighed by sufficiently great benefits to the better off, without further specifying the precise meaning of sufficiency here). It also differs from egalitarianism. Although egalitarians, for whom inequality is inherently bad, also agree to give priority to the worse off, prioritarians “do not think it in itself bad, or unjust, that some people are worse off than others” (Parfit 1997: 214). Joseph Chan claims that Confucianism also adopts prioritarianism by citing the Mencius and the Xunzi. In Mencius 1B5, Mencius says that King Wen always gives the first consideration to four groups of people who are the most destitute and helpless: old men without wives, old women without husbands, old people without children, and young children without parents. In Xunzi 9.1, Xunzi claims that the government should give priority in employment and in distribution of wealth to five groups of people: the deaf, the dumb, the physically disabled, the armless, and the dwarfs. In Xunzi 9.2, as well, orphans and widows again are given priority. It is important to notice that Parfit regards his prioritarianism as “a broader view” that not only applies to the two groups of the well off and the badly off but to everyone. For example, it also applies to two groups of people who are both well off, one of which is comparatively speaking better off than the other group. In contrast, Joseph Chan’s Confucian prioritarianism works together with his Confucian sufficientarianism: “If sufficiency for all is the proper distributive goal for society and government, then it seems to follow that those who are farther below the threshold of sufficiency than others should have priority in receiving proper treatment from the government” (Chan 2014: 173). So prioritarianism is a narrow view in Chan, which applies only to people or group of people under the threshold of sufficiency.
The third alternative to egalitarianism in distributive justice can be regarded as meritarianism or economic meritocracy (in contrast to political meritocracy): a distribution is just if it is based on merit. Unlike prioritatrianism and sufficientarianism, which have been developed only recently in contemporary political philosophy, meritarianism can be traced all the way back to Aristotle, if not further. A prominent contemporary version of it is defended by Michael Sandel. According to Sandel, things are to be distributed to people according to the relevant merits, excellences, or virtues that these things are meant to recognize, honor, and reward. It is in this sense that Sandel claims that “justice is honorific” (Sandel 2009: 186). In developing a Confucian conception of distributive justice, Li Chenyang says explicitly that he follows the Aristotelian model, which in his view is the principle “to each according to his desert.” He illustrates this with the example of factory workers being paid according to their productivity, the amount and quality of their products (Li 2012: 296). Although he claims that Confucius also holds this view, his main argument that Confucian distributive justice is a meritarianism is largely based on a passage in the Xunzi. According to Xunzi 4.12, as long as distribution is based on merit, then “though one may have as his emolument the whole world, he need not consider it excessive, and though one be only a gatekeeper, receptionist, guard, or night watchman, he need never think the salary too meagre.” For Li, what Xunzi tells us here is that “if people perform different tasks in society on the basis of abilities and thereby make varied contributions, they should be rewarded accordingly” (Li 2012: 302). Realizing that such a principle of justice is subject to the unfairness of what Rawls calls natural and social contingencies, Li does add that such a “distribution system is supplemented by a social welfare policy that the government would provide accommodations for orphans and the childless elderly and would subsidize the poor or needy” (Li 2012: 302). Joseph Chan adopts exactly the same approach in developing his conception of a Confucian meritarian distributive justice. Indeed, he quotes the exact same section of the Xunzi, although more extensively, and then concludes that Xunzi “presents a hierarchy of status and emolument that is defined with reference to people’s ability, not their family background” (Chan 2014: 174), a view he thinks is shared by Mencius in Mencius 3B4 and 7B32. Chan’s strategy to avoid the problems arising from natural and social contingencies is to limit the scope to which this meritarian principle of justice is applicable. After the sufficientarian principle sets the threshold of sufficiency, for Chan, just as prioritarianism applies to those falling below the threshold, meritarianism applies to those above the threshold.
Although the above theories of distributive justice, especially the first three, do not greatly differ, they are each incompatible with one another. In other words, if one fully endorses one of these positions, one cannot coherently hold any of the other positions simultaneously. The reason that Joseph Chan can hold three of the four theories of distributive justice discussed above (of course there are more than these four theories in contemporary political philosophy), sufficientarianism, prioritarianism, and meritarianism, and mix them into a coherent theory of distributive justice is that, as stated at the end of the last paragraph, he limits the scope of application for each of these three theories. Generally, a society can adopt any one of the first three principles of distributive justice without causing serious problems, but if the society adopts the meritarian principle of distributive justice alone, not only people with inborn disabilities but also people who are old, weak, sick and handicapped will not be able to survive. So any serious scholars promoting this principle of distributive justice, like Chan and Li discussed here, will find it necessary to provide a certain type of safety net, which is inherently alien to the principle.
Democracy
Early Confucians certainly knew nothing about democracy. However, in order for Confucian political philosophy to make sense in the contemporary world, the topic of democracy is unavoidable. For these reasons, despite the widespread belief that there are irreconcilable conflicts between Confucianism and democracy, contemporary political philosophers working in the Confucian traditions have made numerous attempts to bring the two together to develop various versions of Confucian democracy.
The most straightforward way to develop Confucian democracy is to see whether classical Confucian philosophers have ideas that can be developed into or used to support democracy. Many scholars have taken this route. They turn to ancient Confucian classics, particularly the Mencius, for inspiration. A passage thought to tie Confucianism most closely and directly with democracy is Mencius 5A5, in which Mencius explains the transition from sage king Yao to sage king Shun. Mencius says that Yao didn’t give the throne to Shun. Instead, it was Heaven that gave the throne to Shun; and it was the people that gave the throne to Shun. Apparently, Mencius here points to two sources of Shun’s throne: Heaven and the people. However, when asked how Heaven does this giving, Mencius quotes from the Great Declaration of the Book of Documents: “Heaven sees as my people see; and Heaven hears as my people hear.” Thus the two sources become one source: the people. Commenting on this, Xu Keqian argues, “If we put Mencius’ idea in a modern realistic context, it will be quite easy for us to deduce a conclusion: that, based on Mencius, the people’s will and their accrediting are the only source to legitimize a political power. This idea is obviously compatible with the principle of democracy” (Xu 2006: 139). Similarly, Yang Guorong claims, “Although Heaven (tian), which possesses transcendent meaning, is mentioned here, the crucial issue is that the authority of the ruler could not gain legitimacy without also having the acceptance of the people” (Yang 2004: 89). Yang further claims that, unlike passages from early Confucian texts that convey the idea of people as the root (minben 民本) of government, here Confucius does not see the relationship between a ruler and his people as merely implying that a ruler should respect and care for the people. Instead, the people also determine the legitimacy of the power of a ruler. Another passage that has often been cited to support the idea that early Confucians do have proto-democratic ideas is Mencius 1B7, in which Mencius tells King Hui of Liang that, in order to determine whether a person is of sufficient talents and worth to be employable, he cannot just rely on the judgements of the people closest to him, nor can he rely merely on the opinions of good officers more broadly. Instead, only if the people agree that the person is of talents and virtue should the king himself examine the case and consider employing the person. Commenting on this, Viren Murthy states that this passage “hints at traces of democratic ideas in Confucian thought. Mencius advocates that the people’s opinions be given consideration before making important policy decisions, such as the selecting of officials” (Murthy 2000: 37). Yet another passage often used to support the view that early Confucians have ideas supporting democracy is Mencius 1B8, in which Mencius approves the overthrowing of a king who harms benevolence and rightness, thereby seeming to indicate the people have a right for revolution. Commenting on this passage, for example, Yang Guorong states that, according to Mencius, “the authority of the ruler is rooted in the acceptance of the people: If the people accept him, he is the ruler; if the people discard him … he is … no longer worthy of ruling as king or emperor” (Yang 2004: 91).
Of course, even those Confucian scholars taking the above approach to Confucian democracy acknowledge that this does not mean that early Confucians knew what democracy is and sought to establish democratic political institutions, but only that Confucianism and democracy are compatible and that democracy can be developed from Confucianism. However, for scholars like David Elstein, the passages often used to show that early Confucianism supports democracy have been misinterpreted. For example, regarding Mencius 5A5 discussed above, Elstein claims that what Mencius talks about is merely people’s passive acceptance of a ruler they didn’t choose in the first place, which “falls short of true exercise of substantive popular sovereignty” (Elstein 2010: 436). On Mencius 1B7, he emphasizes that Mencius states the ruler must still investigate on his own before employing someone recommended by people (Elstein 2010: 437). There is no notion of people’s revolution in Mencius 1B8, Elstein argues, since Mencius here does not say that the people themselves, but rather that nobles such as Tang and Wu, can overthrow bad regimes. Thus, Elstein argues not only that Confucianism is not democratic, but “in terms of political philosophy, it is opposed to democracy” (Elstein 2010: 434), and early Confucianism cannot generate democracy.
Recognizing that Confucianism and democracy as we know them are, at the least, not fully compatible, another approach to Confucian democracy is to not regard Confucianism and democracy as two finished and fixed products to be somehow brought together. Instead, in constructing a Confucian democracy, we need to reconstruct our conceptions of both Confucianism and democracy. One representative of this approach is Tan Sor-hoon. For example, when talking about the “Confucian” part of “Confucian democracy,” Tan states that “I am concerned with what Confucianism could mean now and in the future, not with what Confucianism is essentially” (Tan 2004: 9). One example of her reconstruction of Confucianism is her understanding of the idea of minben (government taking people as its root). Many scholars have tried to argue for Confucian democracy directly from this idea. Tan agrees with many critics who distinguish minben, as government for the people, from democracy, as government by the people. The former is not the latter, and the latter is an idea absent from classical Confucianism. However, Tan argues, “Whether or not the belief [in government by the people] is part of early Confucianism, for Confucianism to be a viable, practical philosophy in current historical contexts, it can and must be reconstructed to advocate government by the people” (Tan 2004: 145). She argues that this idea of government by the people, while absent in classical Confucianism, is not only not contradictory to but can in fact be derived from the idea of government for the people we find prominent in classical Confucianism: we can argue that government for the people “is better achieved or possible only through” government by the people, “either conceptually or by bringing in empirical sciences” (Tan 2012: 295). Similarly, Tan claims that “Confucian democracy requires not only reconstruction of Confucianism, it also requires reconstruction of democracy” (Tan 2004: 9). The sort of democracy that we are familiar with is liberal democracy, which “emphasizes the rule of law and universal rights, based on the assumptions of individual autonomy and of the government as a necessary evil to be limited as much as possible” (Tan 2004: 9). Understood in this way, however much reconstructed, Confucianism can hardly be democratic. However, like many others, Tan argues that the liberal and democratic parts of “liberal democracy” can be separated, and, through a Deweyan reconstruction, we can arrive at a non-liberal formulation of democracy that is “based on a conception of individuals as inherently social, on a commitment to building a harmonious community in which every member contributes, participates, and benefits according to his or her abilities and needs” (Tan 2004: 201). To this sort of democracy, Tan believes, Confucianism is quite congenial.
The third way to put Confucianism and democracy together is, instead of showing that there are democratic ideas in the Confucian tradition, to see how democracy can promote social polices embodying Confucian values. This is the approach taken by Kim Sungmoon. In his view, a society is democratic if it embraces “democratic values of popular sovereignty, political equality, and the right to political participation; democratic-constitutional principles of individual dignity and gender equality; and core democratic rights such as freedom of expression, freedom of speech, religious freedom, freedom of movement, and freedom of association” (Kim 2016). In his argument for Confucian democracy, Kim does not try to argue that such democratic values, democratic-constitutional principles, and democratic rights are also affirmed in the Confucian traditions. Instead, his goal is to argue how a society embracing such democratic values, principles, and rights can promote social policies embodying clearly Confucian values such as “public recognition of and award for ‘filial (xiao 孝) sons and daughters’ and ‘benevolent (ren 仁) parents or grandparents,’ a reduced tax rate for filial adult children who live with and/or economically support their aged parents or grandparents, government subsidies for or priority to such virtuous people in public housing sale/rent, prohibition of filing criminal complaint against one’s family members and enhanced punishment for crimes committed against family members, and a court-ordered public apology in the case of defamation or insult” (Kim 2016: 35). This Confucian democracy is thus a democracy in the sense that, meeting a nonpaternalism requirement, it is a one-person-one-vote mechanism. It is also Confucian (and not liberal) in the sense that the state is going to promote “a Confucian collective way of life” among its citizens (Kim 2016: 67, emphasis original). For this reason, Kim argues that his Confucian democracy is tailor-made to East Asian societies, whose members are culturally Confucian, either consciously or anonymously (to borrow a term from the theologian Karl Rahner when he refers self-conscious Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, etc., as anonymous Christians). They are Confucians in the sense that they all embrace the such Confucian values as “filiality (xiaoti 孝悌), trustworthiness (xin 信), social harmony (he 和), respect of the elderly (jinglao 敬老), and respectful deference (cirang 辭讓)” (Kim 2014: 90). In this sense, Confucian citizenship makes it possible for this type of Confucian democracy to be realized in East Asian countries; at the same time, Confucian democracy, because it promotes Confucian values, makes it possible for Confucian citizenship to continue to exist in these societies.
There is yet another form of Confucian democracy, intended to be more Confucian and less democratic, which may be called meritocratic democracy or democratic meritocracy. According to proponents of this version of Confucian democracy, Confucianism is fundamentally anti-democratic, which, however, is not a bad thing, because democracy itself is fundamentally problematic. According to Daniel Bell, it embodies the tyranny of the (irrational and self-interested) majority, the tyranny of the (rich) minority, the tyranny of the voting community (over future generations and foreigners), and the tyranny of competitive individualists (over each other) (Bell 2015: chapter 1). In Bell’s view, Confucianism provides an antidote to the problems of democracy by advocating meritocracy, according to which only people of virtue and ability can become political leaders. While almost all Confucians agree (and indeed hardly any non-Confucians would disagree) that political leaders should be virtuous and capable, this is not necessarily antidemocratic. Meritocracy here serves as an ideal or goal about what kind of leaders we ought to have, and Confucius and other early Confucians who uphold this meritocratic ideal did not say what mechanism must be adopted to produce or select such leaders. Theoretically, Confucians are neutral with respect to which mechanisms realize this meritocratic ideal: any mechanisms that can produce leaders of virtue and ability are good mechanisms. So if democracy proves to be the most reliable system for realizing this meritocratic ideal (see Macedo 2013), Confucians should not hesitate to accept it. However, Bell, among others, argues that democracy is not the best political system for this goal, and thus proposes an alternative. This alternative mechanism includes such measures as examinations, interviews, inspections of past performance, and final decisions by superiors. Whether such a system can produce leaders of virtue and ability more reliably than democracy remains to be seen. However, what Bell proposes so far has nothing to do with democracy, so how can it be regarded as meritocratic democracy or democratic meritocracy? Bell realizes that political leaders selected through his preferred mechanism, even if indeed virtuous and able, face the problem of legitimacy: how can their government be justified in the eyes of the governed? Bell argues that while there are some non-democratic ways to address the problem of legitimacy, the issue can be most fully resolved only through some form of democracy. Other scholars such as Joseph Chan, Bai Tongdong, and Jiang Qing, as well as Bell’s own previous work, have proposed various versions of bi-cameral or tri-cameral parliament, in which one branch is established democratically with the other(s) established non-democratically. This is what Bell calls the horizontal model. In The China Model, he proposes a vertical model: the lower level of political leaders are chosen democratically, and the top level non-democratically. However, neither the horizontal model nor the vertical model solves the problem of legitimacy for those political leaders not elected democratically (the members of parliaments not democratically elected in the horizontal model and political leaders on the top in the vertical model; see Huang 2019b).
There are of course other forms of Confucian democracy. Generally speaking, it is true that Confucianism stresses the importance of political leaders having virtues and abilities, and in this sense Confucianism is indeed a type of meritocracy. However, meritocracy is a political ideal, to be realized through an appropriate political system. Democracy is one of the candidates for such a political system, and the non-democratic system consisting of supervision, interview, examination, job assessments, etc., that Daniel Bell advocates can be seen as another candidate. Of course, Bell is right that, due to its inherent problems, democracy cannot ensure that political leaders it produces are virtuous and capable. But can his non-democratic system ensure that? Of course not. My hunch is that democracy is a better bet for the realization of the meritocratic ideal than its non-democratic alternatives. Here, however, perhaps what we need is not either or. We can design a political system that combines democracy with some non-democratic measures in order to realize the Confucian meritocratic ideal. This is perhaps another form of Confucian democracy.
There are many other issues discussed in contemporary Confucian political philosophy, including liberty, equality, human rights, and human dignity, among many others, that we are not able to deal with here. Still, the above discussion provides a bird’s eye view of many interesting things done by contemporary political philosophers working in the Confucian traditions. Many, though not all, of these topics are further discussed in chapters that follow, and just as many, though not all, of the topics discussed in chapters that follow have been introduced above.
Overview of the Volume
Below we give an overview of the essays comprising this volume, which delve in greater depth into various aspects of the issues and views described above. They do so in dialogic format: five essays turn a critical eye toward recent major works of Confucian political philosophy, and the five authors of those works respond in turn. The debates of the five pairs of essays turn on issues central to the broad range of views and arguments in Confucian political philosophy today: harmony, autonomy, liberty, legitimacy, democracy, justice, virtue, and order. They thereby reflect much of the state of Confucian political philosophy more widely, while also challenging and defending some of the most influential views and arguments constituting this field.
Harmony
Leung Yat Hung and Li Chenyang debate the places of “harmony” (he) and “benevolence” (ren) in Confucian teachings: Which is the more fundamental and important value, and which the ultimate ideal? In The Confucian Philosophy of Harmony (2014), Li delineates a distinctively Confucian conception of “deep harmony” which he argues to be the basic ideal of “Chinese culture, particularly in Confucianism” (Li 2014: 1). This Confucian ideal of harmony is not a static end-state but rather a dynamic, ongoing process of harmonious and generative interaction among the diverse things of the world. Especially in human affairs, harmony is achieved through virtues such as benevolence, and is closely identified with human flourishing. Therein, its value is foundational. As Li describes it, the value of Confucian virtues such as benevolence is a matter of their contribution to harmony and human flourishing, and therefore we cannot elevate benevolence above the value of harmony, as many interpretations of Confucian philosophy have done. In fact, not only is it “not justifiable to claim that ren [benevolence] is the central concept of Confucianism”; moreover, “If there is such a thing as ‘the most important concept in Confucianism,’ it has to be harmony” (Li 2014: 19, 18). A rectified understanding of this “Confucian philosophy of harmony” has much to contribute to contemporary life.
Leung questions this view of things, and reads Confucian teachings—especially the roles of harmony and benevolence within those teachings—differently. He argues that Li puts the cart before the horse in seeing the value of harmony as foundational to the value of benevolence. Leung focuses his arguments against two claims: firstly, that harmony should be understood as a supreme value in Confucian thought, and secondly, that the ideal of harmony is of greater practical value to us than that of benevolence. To overturn the first claim, Leung argues that benevolence is of primary importance in the classical Confucian teachings of Confucius and Mencius as well as in Neo-Confucian teachings. The most influential texts and traditions of Confucian philosophy, then, see benevolence as of higher value than harmony. Moreover, even in those early Confucian texts in which Li identifies harmony to be central, Leung argues that harmony is merely a formal ideal and tends to lack substantive content of its own. He disputes both the representative nature of the texts Li relies on as well as Li’s portrayals of some of those texts, specifically the recently unearthed Five Virtues (Wuxing) and Dong Zhongshu’s Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals. We more properly understand Confucian harmony and benevolence in the inverse relation, with harmony as the product of benevolence, and thereby come to see that the substantive action-guiding content of benevolence in fact has the greater value to contemporary life.
Li responds by pointing out that Leung draws on three distinct notions of benevolence, or ren, none of which on its own can be considered a serious contender against harmony as the concept of central importance to Confucian philosophy. Ren cannot be all three of these at once, and no particular conception of ren in fact has all of the qualities Leung attributes to it. Li expresses particular concern regarding the Song Confucian identification of ren with tian-li, heavenly principle, for being too static and exclusivist. He further elaborates on the essential role harmony plays when one properly values the virtue of benevolence, which itself requires or implies harmony, specifically harmonious coordination, in its practice and realization. Finally, Li argues that we cannot see the Confucian conceptions of benevolence Leung champions as possessing more practical value for contemporary life than the Confucian conception of harmony, and identifies the fundamental grounds and motivation of Leung’s criticisms to lie in allegiance to Song-Ming neo-Confucian orthodoxy, which grounds itself in postulates that are “useless to meaningful philosophical discourse” and formulates a “politically dangerous” conception of moral authority (65).
Family Determination
Kwan Ho Chuen and Fan Ruiping contest the legitimacy of Fan’s depiction of Confucianism as advocating family determination rather than self-determination and dispute whether we should value and promote that sense of family determination. In Reconstructionist Confucianism: Rethinking Morality After the West (2010), Fan describes the “familism” of Confucianism in contrast to liberal individualism. In this view, Confucian virtue is located in the family rather than the individual subject; it is a matter of the holistic flourishing of the family and of role-based obligations among which familial roles and obligations have priority. Fan argues that Confucianism is unconcerned with “liberty, equality, and human rights,” and moreover that such liberal values and principles in fact conflict with Confucian morality and the value of “interdependent family life” (Fan 2010: xii); attempts to reconcile Confucianism with such liberal notions push out authentically Confucian values and obscure the significance and potential of authentically Confucian familial morality for contemporary life. That is, the “authentic Confucian familist way of life” is “destroyed” by attempts to draw Confucianism “within the ambit of liberal ethical commitments” (Fan 2010: xx). Most importantly, the “anti-egalitarian” and “anti-individualist” character of Confucian ethics’ familism stands in contrast to the egalitarian and individualist nature of liberalism’s value of self-determination (Fan 2010: 29). A Confucian, Fan argues, instead must value family determination.
Kwan finds no basis for Fan’s version of family determination in the classical Confucian texts, and believes Fan draws this notion instead from historical practices of Confucian culture. Furthermore, not only are Confucian teachings, properly understood, not familist, the familist reconstruction of them faces huge problems as a morality for modern society. In arguing against Fan’s “reconstructionist” Confucian advocacy of family determination, Kwan draws on the classical Confucian conception of harmony discussed in the first essays. He interprets this ideal to demand diverse individual moral personalities—moral exemplars “harmonize, but are not the same” (Analects 13.23)—which implies or requires the value of individual autonomy and even freedom. Moreover, Confucian teachings tell us each to do what we believe is right, not what our family members want us to do. Contrary to Fan’s view that liberty or autonomy detaches individuals from their family, Kwan argues that we can exercise free autonomy just fine within and while maintaining family relations: possessing a right to self-determination does not inherently isolate us from familial members, but merely gives us the option to remove ourselves if and when we so chose. Since we will choose to do so primarily when such relations are destructive, Fan’s denial of liberty and self-determination prevents a compatible and desirable safeguard against the dangers of relations gone awry. Finally, Kwan adds, Fan conflates important distinctions between moral and legal responsibility as they are best understood from a modern Confucian perspective.
Fan Ruiping responds by charging that Kwan both “smuggles liberal individualist moral assumptions into his accounts in the guise of a comparative study” and grounds his arguments in modern distortions of traditional Confucian teachings (90). “Authentic” Confucian resources, Fan argues, in fact sufficiently support family determination, and Confucian harmony and morality do not in fact imply self-determination. Fan admits, “Kwan is right that my statement of Confucian family determination … is not copied literally from any Confucian classic” (93), but believes Kwan is being too pedantic. Broader understanding of the importance of family in Confucian teachings supports his view, as do the ritual practices recorded in classical texts. Kwan, Fan argues, also draws a false contrast between harmonious familial decision-making and the subject determining for herself what is proper or right; in Confucian tradition, family determination is itself precisely how we find and follow the proper way. Moreover, a distinctively Confucian value of liberty is embedded within its traditional notions of harmony and even, it seems, family determination; this contrasts with liberal tradition’s individualistic conception of liberty as self-determination, while also avoiding the opposite extreme of “family authoritarianism” (96). Confucian familial decision-making is neither paternalistic nor democratic, but rather harmonious (92–93). Ultimately, Fan concludes, “family determination [is] an essential practice for harmonious liberty” (99).
Public Reason
Robert A. Carleo III and Kim Sungmoon concern themselves with the problems and possibilities of public reason in a culturally Confucian democratic society. In Public Reason Confucianism, Kim develops a robust vision of Confucian democracy in which Confucian public reason plays a central role. He proposes this form of public reasoning to be crucially valuable to democratic Confucian society, since democratic practices are to be rationally justifiable to citizens and suited to their particular cultural practices. Since East Asian societies are substantively Confucian, such justifications cannot simply be imported from liberal democracies; rather they must take place in terms meaningful and relevant to the Confucian values and practices of citizens. Kim therefore aims to develop the basis for “an indigenous mode of democracy” that operates “on public reason and civilities informed by local culture” (Kim 2016: 89). In formulating his conception of Confucian public reason, Kim critically “reconstructs” John Rawls’s liberal democratic formulation of public reason to show that Rawls’s exclusion of substantive moral values—such as Confucian values—is untenable. This allows Confucian values to shape democratic public reason, and for Confucian public reason to legitimize political principles in a manner that has traction with the “moral sentimentality” of Confucian citizens, making “the Confucian polity more democratic as well as more just” (Kim 2016: 71).
Carleo takes issue with the way Kim formulates this conception of public reason, especially as part of the broader aims of public reason Confucianism, picking up on the importance of individual freedom discussed in the previous section—this time its importance to democracy rather than Confucian morality. He argues that while Kim intends to facilitate the effective collective self-government of democratic Confucian citizens, he endangers the free and equal nature of that self-government—and therefore the very democratic character of his proposal—in the way he formulates Confucian public reason. Although explicitly affirming the fundamental importance of free and equal citizenship, Kim’s reconstruction of liberal public reason removes its instantiation of equal liberty among free citizens. The way in which he incorporates Confucian values into public reason, Carleo suggests, ultimately makes the proposal substantively less democratic than Kim himself believes it to be. He concludes by suggesting alternative ways of approaching Confucian public reason that may better uphold its democratic quality: applying liberal public reason with greater sensitivity to the substantively Confucian nature of the citizenry, or reformulating basic principles of public reason from a Confucian-democratic rather than liberal-democratic viewpoint.
Kim finds the grounds of this criticism too narrow, and argues that it fails to take into account his theory’s central aim at relevance to actual East Asians societies. Kim’s revision of public reason intends to refashion this typically liberal means of establishing political legitimacy in an explicitly non-liberal manner, “as an instrument of democratic perfectionism in the non-liberal societal context” (125), and Carleo seems to measure it by the wrong standards. Reading his critic as a political liberal who presents a “Rawlsian critique” and proposes a “political liberal reconstruction” of his own democratic Confucianism, Kim suggests Carleo’s philosophical commitments lead him to overlook the value and legitimacy of refashioning public reason in this way. Moreover, the stipulation of basic liberties as constitutional rights along with the democratic version of Confucianism he endorses—which respects important forms of equality and freedoms—are more than sufficient to allay the concerns raised. Kim also clarifies that the “serious cacophony” between East Asian liberal democratic institutions and Confucian culture which motivates his theory is not a “dilemma,” as Carleo puts it, because there is in fact no incompatibility between his commitments to liberal democracy and Confucian perfectionism. Addressing the proposed alternatives, Kim questions whether the first is not subject to the very criticism levied at his own similar suggestion, and rejects the second for taking up the “transcendent eye” of the original position. His own public reason is a matter of actual public deliberation, not first principles, making it more democratic—and merely less liberal—than political liberalism.
Justice
Tsoi Chun Hin and Erin M. Cline discuss matters of justice in classical Confucianism, a topic broached in Cline’s Confucius, Rawls, and the Sense of Justice (2013). In that work, Cline examines the moral capacity of a sense of justice as it figures into views of Confucius and John Rawls. Put simply, a sense of justice is the moral inclination for fairness—a psychological capacity that recognizes and is sensitive to cases of unfairness. Both thinkers value this capacity and argue it must be cultivated in our moral development through the family and close relations. Cline is primarily interested in, firstly, identifying the presence of the sense of justice across these two dramatically different moral traditions, and secondly, in drawing out the significance of this cross-cultural presence, both for our understanding of those moral views themselves and for illuminating the value and potential of comparative philosophy more broadly (Cline 2013: 265). The former shows, importantly, that “even though there is not a single term for ‘justice’ in classical Chinese, there is still an understanding of—as well as an appreciation for—justice in the Analects,” and the latter helps illuminate the enduring and intercultural value of these ideas in the contemporary world (Cline 2013: 7, 212–13). Such comparison benefits our understanding of justice generally, and expands and enriches its contemporary applicability.
Inspired by Cline’s work, Tsoi turns our attention to related matters of distributive justice, looking for a conception of justice in the classical texts to complement the sense of justice that Cline identifies. A conception of justice tells us what is fair, guiding the functioning or application of one’s sense of justice. Tsoi looks to passages in the Analects and then to other classical Confucian texts to see whether they contain proposals for how to regulate the social distribution of basic material goods, and especially to draw out whether and how they advocate fair and just distribution. He concludes that while the Analects lacks sufficient discussion of these issues from which to identify or develop a conception of distributive justice, the Mencius and Xunzi fill that need. In establishing this, Tsoi rejects several of Cline’s interpretations of the Analects in favor of his own, especially of passages that seem to discuss fair distribution, and also argues against Joseph Chan’s sufficientarian construal of classical Confucian teachings, seeing them instead as more fully incorporating egalitarian and prioritarian concerns in determining fair distribution.
Cline expresses skepticism of several dimensions of such an attempt to establish a classical Confucian view on distributive justice. She admonishes us to distinguish between “the constructive task of drawing upon Confucian views and seeking to develop them further, and the task of describing the views that are found in a given text” (167). Cline also dissuades us from constructivism that draws indiscriminately from the Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi, since they “each offer different insights relating to justice, some of which are related, some of which are compatible, and some of which are in tension with one another” (168). She then goes on the defend the particular interpretations of Analects passages she presents in her book. These rebuttals conclude with her discussion of Analects 12.9, through which she identifies a shared sensitivity to moral luck in early Confucianism and contemporary liberalism that again draws together the sense of justice in Rawls and Confucius. Cline closes by pointing out that the dimensions of justice she and Tsoi discuss are deeply interwoven into the rich fabric of values and concerns presented in the Analects, encouraging us to look beyond merely “one or two dimensions of a passage” in interpreting Confucius’ teachings.
Order and Virtue
Chan Leong takes on Loubna El Amine regarding the relation between social stability and cultivation of virtue in classical Confucianism. In Classical Confucian Political Thought: A New Interpretation (2015), El Amine argues that the ideal end of classical Confucian political teachings is not “the flourishing of human virtues” but rather stability of social and political order. This overthrows the prominent scholarly view “that Confucian politics is the logical conclusion of Confucian ethics and that the second is therefore more important than the first” (El Amine 2015: 4). El Amine sees that view as a distortion of the original classical Confucian teachings by later traditions, including Song-Ming neo-Confucian and modern New Confucian philosophy. Classical Confucian ethics and politics have independent ends and standards, and in terms of politics, social order is not instrumental but an end in itself. Returning us to the themes that open our volume, El Amine distinguishes two levels of government endorsed and promoted by classical Confucians: that of mere stability and order achieved under capable “hegemons” without regard virtue, and that of the “harmony” of ritual coordination. Even this higher-level harmonious order, El Amine tells us, does not represent or principally aim at a society of virtuous persons. Rejecting the common “ethics-first approach” and recognizing the primary concern of Confucian politics to be order offers, in her view, a more textually accurate reading of the classics (El Amine 2015: 10).
Chan defends the common reading of classical Confucian political teachings as virtue-based. Two central claims of El Amine’s position, he argues, falter: that political order is the ruler’s ultimate end, and that a ruler only values virtues in the people insofar as they contribute to upholding order. Chan depicts El Amine as arguing that “Confucian politics requires government to provide for people’s welfare” while somehow assigning “no intrinsic value of being ethical or virtuous by doing so” (179). Chan’s line of argument then turns on El Amine’s claim that order is an end in itself begging the question. What makes order so valuable? El Amine herself seems to root the value of order in the immediate pragmatic needs of socio-historical circumstance during that time of tumult, which supports Chan’s suggestion that order is in fact valuable on the external grounds that it promotes welfare. Chan proposes that a more accurate reading of classical Confucianism recognizes the tripartite interdependence of political order with welfare and virtue. These three values are mutually supportive and even mutually constitutive in that each promotes and serves the other two—and we can thus abandon means-end dichotomies altogether.
El Amine clarifies in response that she does not deny the substantive overlap and integration of ethics and politics. However, each faces distinct challenges—determining the right and wrong, or good and bad, of individual choices for the one, and dealing with matters of group coordination for the other—and political conclusions cannot be sufficiently established through merely ethical considerations. El Amine thus sees the difference between her and her critic’s views to lie not in whether politics and ethics are integrated but rather in where they fall in the spectrum of possibilities for this overlap and intertwinement. The reading she advocates is, moreover, neither utilitarian nor rejects the importance of the interests of the people, both of which Chan claims. Her argument is that classical Confucian political teachings value holistic social harmony to which ethical virtue is nonessential—although “it could be argued that virtue resides in this social whole, without residing in all of its parts”—and in this harmony “ruler and ruled share a complementary and mutually beneficial relationship” (204). As in other essays of this volume, the Confucian ideal is one of collective, holistic flourishing through harmonious relations; but for El Amine, individual ethical virtue is not necessary to that flourishing.
Conclusion
We see, then, that the essays of this volume examine key issues in Confucian philosophy that bear directly on virtue politics, state perfectionism, distributive justice, and democracy—that is, on the major issues that form the state of the field today. The authors dispute the interrelations, tensions, and conflicts of Confucian and liberal democratic values, directly homing in on the role of virtue in Confucian politics (the fifth pair of essays), Confucian state perfectionism and democracy (the third pair of essays), and Confucian distributive justice (the fourth pair of essays). They explore how we should understand Confucian metaphysical and personal goods (the discussions of harmony central to the first two pairs of essays bear strongly on this) and they dispute how those metaphysical and personal goods connect with moral and political goods (especially prevalent in the second and final pairs of essays). Most of all, of course, they present diverse and often conflicting formulations of how Confucian moral and political goods bear on political doctrine, and of the relevance and value of Confucian political doctrines today.
Common themes run throughout regarding the importance of Confucian harmony and its implications, the place of freedom in Confucian moral and political outlooks, the location of virtue in groups or individuals, and for better or worse, the relation of John Rawls’s and other forms of liberalism to Confucianism. We find tension throughout as well, implicit and explicit, between commitments to traditional Confucian and modern liberal values, while a perhaps even greater tension arises between reliance on direct contemporary readings of classical texts and on interpretations of those texts informed by Song-Ming neo-Confucian and modern New Confucian philosophy. The state of the field today consists of dispute over the proper reading of traditional Confucian teachings and the proper place of traditional Confucian virtues in contemporary political outlooks, and the criticisms and responses here present a strong dose of both. They evidence the importance of debate over what political ideas and principles we identify in early Confucian teachings as well as how we can or should relate these classical teachings with modern political principles. From them, we see not only where discussions of Confucian political philosophy stand today, but also the direction in which their richest prospects lie tomorrow.
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1 Introduction
Prof. Chenyang Li’s The Confucian Philosophy of Harmony (2014) makes an important contribution to Confucian philosophy.1 It clarifies the Confucian conception of harmony and elaborates its significance in contemporary issues, including those in ethical and political philosophy. While it has drawn wide attention in conferences, in its reviews, and in journal articles, many issues still deserve further exploration.2
I present some challenges here. I argue that, first, while harmony is an important concept in Confucianism, it is less important than benevolence (ren 仁) both as part of Confucian tradition (Sect. 2) and as a practical and philosophical concept and value (Sect. 3). Harmony is more pertinently taken as the manifestation of benevolence. These two arguments can be regarded as responses to two important issues regarding Li’s book: firstly, the centrality of harmony in Confucianism; and secondly, “whether a concept such as harmony or Dao, should be or should become, from this point onward, the central concept of Confucianism” (Li 2017: 258), which Li emphasizes in response to Yao Xinzhong’s (2017) critique.
2 Benevolence Is the Most Important Concept in Confucianism
This section deals with the issue of the centrality of harmony in Confucianism. I argue that Li’s view that Confucianism centers on harmony, whether we attribute to him a stronger or a weaker version of it, is unconvincing. My own view is that benevolence is more important than harmony and is itself the most important concept in Confucianism. Here I look at Li’s view on the centrality of harmony in Confucianism (Sect. 2.1) and explain some methodological issues (Sect. 2.2) before explicating my argument against Li (Sect. 2.3).
2.1 Li’s View on the Centrality of Harmony in Confucianism
First, Li explicitly holds that harmony is a central concept in Confucianism, as it is the ideal and the guiding principle for living well. Let’s call this the “weaker claim.” He writes, “An examination of the history of Confucianism and an analysis of the corpus of Confucian canonical texts, lead us to the irrefutable conclusion that harmony is a central concept in Confucianism” (Li 2014: 20). To support this view, Li illustrates in the second part of the book how harmony is realized or practiced in the person, family, society, world, and cosmos, following the order delineated in the Great Learning (Daxue 大學).
Sometimes Li also suggests the stronger claim that harmony is the most central or most important concept in Confucianism, as where he writes, “If there is such a thing as ‘the most important concept in Confucianism,’ it has to be harmony” (Li 2014: 18). This is probably why Yao Xinzhong thinks that “saying that harmony is central to Confucian philosophy, what he [Li] actually means is simply that harmony is the most important concept in Confucianism” (Yao 2017: 233; emphasis added).
Li certainly holds the weaker claim, but should we also attribute the stronger claim to him? In his reply to Yao, Li writes,

My claims in the book are more moderate: in Confucian philosophy, harmony is “a central ideal,” “a social and moral ideal” (p. 7), “a central concept” (p. 20), “one of the most important concepts” (p. 18), and that “as a comprehensive philosophy, Confucianism is incomplete without harmony among its central concepts” (p. 20). I also state, “It is more appropriate to say that ren, ritual propriety, and harmony are all central concepts of Confucian philosophy” (p. 19). (Li 2017: 256; emphases added)



Li clarifies that a main purpose of the book is “to restore harmony’s rightful place among the central concepts of Confucian philosophy, not to use it to replace all others” (Li 2017: 256) and his conditional statement that harmony would be the most important concept if there were one does not contradict the claims that harmony is a central concept in Confucianism. Thus, Li seems to avoid the stronger claim.
Despite this avoidance, however, his conditional statement may force him to affirm the stronger claim. This is because, first, while it is true that the conditional leaves it open for him that there is no “most important concept” in Confucianism, this conditional implies the higher importance of harmony compared to other concepts. Indeed, it seems the conditional can have no other meaning.
Subsequently, taking Li to implicitly or necessarily affirm the stronger claim, I argue that there is indeed such a thing as “the most important concept in Confucianism” but it is benevolence, not harmony. Even if we take Li to hold the weaker claim only, however, I still aim to show that harmony is not of equal importance with benevolence. Obviously, my ensuing argument against the first case entails arguing against the second.
2.2 A Methodological Reflection
My argument that benevolence is the most important concept in Confucianism is based on two methods of evaluation that Li himself adopts when he explicates the importance of harmony. Li writes, “An examination of the history of Confucianism and an analysis of the corpus of Confucian canonical texts, lead us to the irrefutable conclusion that harmony is a central concept in Confucianism” (Li 2014: 20). The means of evaluating which concepts are the most important concepts of Confucianism is both a historical and an interpretative one, requiring what Li here calls the “examination of the history of Confucianism” and the “analysis of the corpus of Confucian canonical texts.”
First, the issue is historical as it involves the development and the everchanging emphases of Confucian teachings. I am in total agreement with Li that “Like any living tradition, Confucianism is subject to reinterpretation, reorientation, and reform” (Li 2017: 258; cf. Li 2016b: 165). Confucian scholars in different eras re-conceptualize what Confucianism is, or more pertinently, what Confucianism should be, leading to the fact that there have been different emphases within this philosophical tradition. Hence, the labels Classical Confucianism (which mostly refers to pre-Qin Confucianism), Han Confucianism, Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism, Qing Confucianism, Contemporary Neo-Confucianism, and so forth not only demarcate Confucianism in terms of historical periods, but are also expressions of Confucianism with different emphases or styles.3 For instance, the Five Classics were emphasized in the Han dynasty, whereas under the influence of Zhu Xi 朱熹 the emphasis shifted to the Four Books, namely, the Analects, Mencius, the Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸).4 These all have historical as well as theoretical causes and reasons for their re-conceptualizations or re-formulations. Hence, to talk about the place of harmony, we first need to set the scope of investigation. Namely, are we talking about Confucianism throughout the entirety of its history, or just in some eras, like the Classical period? In either case, we are to look at questions like what concepts and questions the Confucian scholars mostly focused on in certain eras. This can be answered by historical investigation.
Meanwhile, the issue is also undoubtedly an interpretative one, as the identifications of the most important concept in the various texts or philosophers—and even more fundamentally, the identification of which texts or philosophers are the important ones—involve our understanding and thereby interpretation.5 Concerning which concepts are most important, a primary way is to look at the number of appearances of certain concepts. However, the frequent appearances of a concept may reveal some of, but do not guarantee, its importance. I propose a general strategy of evaluating the relation it has with other concepts in the texts. For instance, it may be the most important concept without which the whole philosophical enterprise will collapse; it may be the most important concept if other concepts are derived from it; it may be what other concepts aim to achieve or support; it may be a concept that received thematized treatment; and so on. As we proceed, I also highlight one potential difficulty in judgement, namely, when two concepts, one more formal and another more substantial in content, seem to be equally important, there is need of a further standard; however, this is not a simple question to deal with. Concerning which texts and philosophers are most important, I hold that this depends on how one understands the core ideas of Confucianism. This may suggest a circularity: the core ideas differ among Confucian texts and thinkers, so which ideas are important depends on which Confucians are important and vice versa. We will come back to the issue of selection shortly in Sect. 2.3.1.
In the following, I argue that using the two standards—those of the history of Confucianism and of interpreting the Confucian texts—what we obtain is that harmony is an important concept, but benevolence is most important.
2.3 Benevolence Is the Most Important Concept in Neo-Confucianism
Here I introduce Li’s selection of texts and thinkers (Sect. 2.3.1) and explicate the importance of benevolence over harmony in Neo-Confucianism (Sect. 2.3.2). I will also raise some challenges to the interpretations of thinkers and texts that Li relies on to support his view that harmony is the most important Confucian concept (Sect. 2.3.3).
2.3.1 The Selection of Emphasis in Li’s Sources
Li’s selection of which texts and thinkers to emphasize in representing the Confucian tradition leaves his claim that harmony is the most important concept in Confucianism unconvincing. The title of Li’s book refers to the whole Confucian tradition, which suggests that he is at least trying to show that most Confucian texts take harmony as a (or the) central concept. Li relies heavily on the classical Confucian texts, referencing classics like the Book of Odes, Book of History, Book of Changes, the Analects, Mencius, Xunzi, and the texts in the Book of Rites, especially the Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean.6 He also discusses lately excavated texts like the Mawangdui silk and Guodian Chu bamboo texts, the texts of the Han Confucian Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (Li 2014: 16–17, 93–94, 129, 162), and the texts of the Song Neo-Confucians Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (Li 2014: 21), Cheng Yi 程頤 (Li 2014: 14, 122), and Zhu Xi (Li 2014: 14, 72, 122, 131, 133, 144). Even working from this relatively broad range of materials, as mentioned above, a selective emphasis is inevitable and can be acceptable. However, his particular selection may be questionable for the following reasons.
Firstly, Yao criticizes Li’s overemphasis of the Five Classics:

One of the strategies Li adopts to strengthen his position is to separate Confucius’ philosophy from Confucian philosophy in order to claim that harmony is central to the latter even though not to the former [see Li 2014: 18–20]. This strategy, as mentioned above, includes using the prominent position of harmony in the Five Classics in contrast to its less prominent position in the Analects, the Mengzi, and the Xunzi, while minimizing the determining influence of ren, li [禮], and yi, which are all historically known and textually proven to be central, respectively, to Confucius, Xunzi, and Mengzi. It is true that the Five Classics were more significant to the Confucian tradition than were the Analects and the Mengzi before the Tang era. However, if by this Li means that harmony is central to “Confucian philosophy” as a whole, he then would risk reconceptualizing the overall Confucian tradition. This reconceptualization could be seriously misleading and is hardly justified, as few readers could imagine a Confucian philosophy without Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi, earlier or later in history. (Yao 2017: 234–35; emphases in original)



Not only do we contemporary people usually take the Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi as the most important classical Confucian texts; even if we take the above three classics to be equivalent in status to the Five Classics, the Five Classics were still historically less significant in Confucian development after the Tang dynasty. In other words, the Analects and Mencius have been enjoying prominence of place since Song-Ming Confucianism: whereas the Five Classics were emphasized in the Han dynasty, under the influence of Zhu Xi the emphasis shifted to the Four Books.
Secondly, despite his inclusion of the Song Neo-Confucians in his enterprise, Li’s interpretation of and emphasis on the Song Neo-Confucian view in evaluating the importance of harmony, as I will illustrate below, is far from sufficient.
2.3.2 Benevolence as the Most Important Concept
Since Li agrees that the Analects and Mencius take benevolence as the most important concept (see Li 2014: 19), I do not go into them; I focus instead on Song Neo-Confucianism. The Analects, Mencius, and Neo-Confucian philosophy are by far the most influential sets of Confucian teachings. If these predominant teachings place benevolence rather than harmony in the central position, we may have to question whether Li’s claims about harmony’s centrality accurately represent Confucianism broadly.
Undeniably, the core concepts in Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism include principle/pattern (li 理), vital forces (qi 氣), nature (xing 性), heart-mind (xin 心), emotions/feelings (qing 情), way (dao 道) and so on.7 It may be argued that as the most widely influential Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism is the “Learning of Principle” (lixue 理學), the most important concept of the Neo-Confucians is principle/pattern, and moreover that in many of these thinkers, this array of concepts denote different aspects of the very same thing. So is it pertinent to take benevolence as the most important concept here?
I believe it is. This is because, fundamentally, under the Song-Ming Neo-Confucian conceptualization of Confucianism, the substantial content and ideal is benevolence. This is best revealed in Lu Jiuyuan’s 陸九淵 saying: “The Master [i.e., Confucius] illuminates the way by benevolence and his words are seamless. Mencius discloses the way just like by drawing a cross. Nothing can be hidden thereafter” (Lu 1980: 398). The first sentence shows that benevolence is the substantial content of the way, while the second sentence is a metaphor to describe Mencius’ elaboration of Confucius’ (and the Confucian) way of benevolence as the four cardinal virtues or values, namely, benevolence, righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 智). The emphasis on benevolence and the cultivation of the virtues is often understood as a paradigm shift from “outer kingliness” (wai wang 外王) to “inner sageliness” (nei sheng 內聖), which can be seen in the changed emphasis from the Five Classics to the Four Books.8 Compared to the Five Classics, which primarily present a grandiose scheme of governance, the Four Books provide more direct teachings on cultivating one’s behavior and one’s heart-mind. They also became more representative of mainstream Confucian philosophy (see e.g., Hon 2020: 73–76).9
Zhu Xi’s idea of the “pedigree of the Confucian way” (daotong 道統) illustrates this new focus. In the Preface of the Arrangement of the Doctrine of the Mean, Zhu describes the important figures that succeed the Confucian way. After praising the ancient sages Yao 堯, Shun 舜, Yu 禹, Tang 湯, King Wen, King Wu and so on, he praises Confucius highly, seeing his achievements as even greater than those of Yao and Shun (see Zhu 1983: 15). Zhu then includes Yan Hui 顏回, Zeng Shen 曾參, Zi Si 子思, and Mencius, after which he says the succession was cut off and not continued until the Cheng brothers over a millennium later (see Zhu 1983: 15). Some other well-known Confucians like Xunzi, Dong Zhongshu, and Han Yu韓愈 are not included, because they do not take the Confucian learning of heart-mind and nature, which is nothing but the learning of benevolence, as the essence of their thought.
In short, from the Song-Ming Neo-Confucians forward, benevolence is the content of the way and is the ideal to achieve. Starting this off, Cheng Hao 程顥 stressed that “students must first of all understand benevolence” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 16).10 What is peculiar in Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism is that moral cultivation also involves one’s view towards the world and existence. Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 takes this worldview as the enterprise of “moral metaphysics,” namely, a worldview that the world is a moral one with incessant creation of life and that human beings share such capacity of (moral) creation (see Mou 1968 v.1: 8–9).11 Benevolence is on the one hand the ultimate reality that makes existence possible and creates the myriad things, and is on the other hand the content of human nature and the leading virtue. Benevolence thus acquires an utmost importance in the following senses.
First, it is a life-giving vitality that the heaven and earth and human beings share. Of course, it is not a novel idea that heaven and earth or the heavenly way takes life-giving as its major characteristics. The Book of Changes tells us, “Great is qian 乾, the originator! All things obtain their beginning from it” (in Chan 1963: 264). Zhu Xi picks this up in his “A Treatise on Benevolence,” saying, “The heart-mind of heaven and earth is to produce things” (Zhu 2002: 3280). This life-giving vitality is manifested in the myriad things, and Cheng Hao highlights that this vitality is nothing but benevolence: “The vitality (shengyi 生意) of the myriad things is the most worth watching. This is what is meant in saying what is primary is the growth of goodness, and it is called benevolence” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 120). He even tells us, “Observing the young chicken (one can observe benevolence)” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 59). More intriguing is that the benevolence of ultimate reality is also endowed in our human nature. This is captured in Zhang Zai 張載’s view:

What heaven takes to be our [human] nature penetrates the way; the turbidity and clarity of the vital forces are not powerful enough to cover it. What heaven takes to be our mandate penetrates to the nature; the good and bad of the encounters are not powerful enough to harm it. (Zhang 1978: 21)



This view has carried through to modern New Confucianism, as seen in Mou’s description of “the interpenetration of the heavenly way and nature-mandate” (tiandao xingming xiang guantong 天道性命相貫通) (see Mou 1968 v.1: 1–319). It tells us that the human is endowed with a moral nature that is intact despite turbid vital forces and bad encounters in life. For instance, for Zhu Xi, human nature contains various virtues and benevolence is both the origin and consummate of these (see Zhu 1986: 110). The substantial content of the heavenly way, nature, and mandate is nothing but the benevolence that fosters life-giving. This naturally involves love, care, and support, which allow others continue to exist and flourish. Zhu says, “Benevolence is throughout a life-giving vitality” (Zhu 1986: 107); “Human beings are born with the vital forces of heaven and earth. Therefore, their heart-mind must be benevolent. Being benevolent, it must create (sheng 生)” (Zhu 1986: 85). As JeeLoo liu rightly puts it, the Neo-Confucians “concluded that there is an ultimate moral mission for human beings: to contribute to the fulfillment of principle of life” (Liu 2017: 4). We are to cultivate ourselves and practice our good human nature, and in doing so facilitate the life-giving activity of the world. This is the basic character of benevolence.
Second, benevolence is expressed in the ideal of one-bodiness. Cheng Hao says, “A person of benevolence is completely in one body with things” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 16); and “When the things are recognized as one’s own, there is nothing one will not do for them” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 15). A person of benevolence feels the pain and itch of others and thus will naturally help get rid of those sufferings. Wang Yangming 王陽明 also highlights one-bodiness as the ideal state (see Wang 2014: 61, 89–90). Cheng’s and Wang’s innovative interpretation of benevolence also collaborates with its life-giving aspect, since this manner of feeling for others also supports human life.
Third, benevolence is the leading and the comprehensive virtue. Cheng Hao says, “A person of benevolence is completely in one body with things. Righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), wisdom (zhi 知), and faithfulness (xin 信) are all benevolence” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 16). For Zhu Xi, as mentioned, human nature contains various virtues and benevolence is the head (see Zhu 1986: 110). “Speaking in an integral sense, benevolence is throughout a life-giving vitality. Righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are all benevolence. When speaking side by side, they are of the same [standing]” (Zhu 1986: 107). Wang Yangming says, “The bright virtue is the virtue of the heart-mind; it is benevolence” (Wang 2014: 29). Benevolence is the comprehensive and the leading virtue that other virtues derive from. Let us take Zhu’s understanding as an example. The fundamental content of pattern and nature is benevolence and the fundamental moral emotion is thereby commiseration. Zhu tells us, “Commiseration is the head. Shame and dislike, deference and compliance, and affirmation and denial must come from commiseration. Without commiseration, the three are all dead things. The heart-mind of commiseration penetrates the three.” (Zhu 1986: 1289) Under Zhu’s idea of “one pattern, many manifestations” (li yi fen shu 理一分殊), moreover, all other virtues are derived from, or more pertinently, variated manifestations of benevolence (see Zhu 1986: 99, 398). Benevolence is the primary and comprehensive virtue in that it is the source and the initial expression of moral awareness.
Fourth, in addition to being the ideal, benevolence itself is the key to cultivation. What we need is only to understand its inherence and to practice it. Cheng Hao says,

The students must first of all understand benevolence. […] Once you know this principle [of benevolence], the only thing to do is to preserve it with sincerity. There is neither the need for defense or inspection, nor the need for exhaustive exploration. […] If the heart-mind [of benevolence] is not lax, how come there is a defense.…This way [of benevolence] is not opposite to anything, so that “great” is too weak a word to describe it. The functions of everything within heaven and earth are my functions. Mencius said, “The ten thousand things are all complete within me.” One must examine oneself and discover sincerity (cheng 誠), and then one will experience the greatest of joys. If one has not achieved sincerity, it will be as if there is still something standing in opposition to one. Even if one tries to identify oneself with the things opposing to one, one still does not achieve unity. How can one have joy? The purpose of the Western Inscription is to preserve this substance (ti 體) [of benevolence]. (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 16–17)



As mentioned, Cheng explicates benevolence in terms of “being in one body with things.” Understanding benevolence is, moreover, the foremost step of learning to be a person.12 The principle and the way for cultivation is benevolence.13
Before ending this sub-section, I need to note that harmony is also an important concept for the Neo-Confucians, just one of categorically less importance. The main reason is that while harmony denotes an ideal result of cultivation, it neither acquired the central place in the enterprise of moral endeavor, such as in the Neo-Confucian’s investigation of the ground of morality and cultivation methods,14 nor did it receive the thematized treatment benevolence does, as in Cheng Hao’s “On Understanding Benevolence” and Zhu Xi’s “A Treatise on Benevolence” mentioned above.
More often, harmony is an attribute of the ideal state and has a rather peripheral, descriptive role. For instance, Zhou Dunyi writes, “When heaven and earth are harmonious, the myriad things will be prosperous” (Zhou 1990: 30). In the 25 volumes of The Chengs’ Surviving Sayings (Yishu 遺書), there are mentions of preserving infants’ “harmonious vital force” (heqi 和氣) (see Cheng and Cheng 1981: 57), discussion of Confucius’ possession of “harmonious vital force” (see Cheng and Cheng 1981: 76), and advisement to “Dwell in correctness (zheng 正) and act in harmony” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 133). While zhu Xi even says, “Benevolence means harmony” (Zhu 1986: 119), other places illuminate more precisely the relation here, and it is one in which harmony is not central. Zhu approves with no disagreement Cheng Yi’s 程頤 statements that “Benevolence is the proper principle/pattern in the world” and that “If the heavenly principle/pattern does not diminish, … there naturally comes order and harmony,” (Zhu 1986: 607). In these sayings, harmony describes aspects of the virtues and the ideal states of affairs but is not itself of most primary or central value.
An objection may be that in the Song-Ming period the interpretations of “equilibrium (zhong 中) and harmony” in the Doctrine of the Mean, which Li heavily relies on, abound. But I contend that even in the case of Zhu Xi, the discussions on “equilibrium and harmony” are ultimately connected to the issue of cultivation, namely, how one should manage one’s feelings so as to achieve the ideal state of benevolence. In those discussions, what becomes prominent is Zhu’s understanding of human moral capacities and moral psychology, namely, his theory of “heart-mind encompasses nature and emotions” (xin tong xing qing 心統性情) (see e.g., Zhu 1986: 91–93), instead of the concept of harmony itself. In short, my point is that harmony is the attribute describing the result of moral endeavors, and the Neo-Confucians pay much more attention to the ground, the principle and the methods of such endeavors.15 In this sense, harmony is far from being the most important concept. Benevolence has that role.
2.3.3 Some Challenges to Li’s Textual Interpretations
In addition to underappreciating the importance of benevolence in Neo-Confucianism, which has been predominant for the last millennium, I also suspect Li overstates the place of harmony in earlier Confucian thought. Li’s book covers a lot of texts that precede Song Neo-Confucian thought. Here I provide some challenges to the interpretations and evaluations Li offers in support of his argument from earlier Confucianism, specifically the “Five Virtues” (Wuxing 五行) of the Guodian Chu Bamboo Texts and Dong Zhongshu’s thought. These two instances should be enough to bring out my concern. In neither text are there clear grounds for elevating harmony above other concepts and values championed in the texts, especially since harmony is a more formal concept while other concepts have more substantial content.
As Li points out, the “Five Virtues” tells us, “when the five virtues (namely, benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and sageness) are practiced in harmony, it is called Virtue; when the four virtues are practiced in harmony, it is called Goodness” (Li 2014: 16, parenthetical added). Li rightly explains the text here tells us that imbalance of the virtues will result in the failure of a virtuous person. For instance, moral rightness without wisdom “at most makes a person partially virtuous. Such a person is not virtuous in the proper sense” (Li 2014: 16). Li also quotes the “Five Virtues” where it states, “when there is harmony, there is happiness; when there is happiness, people become virtuous; when the people are virtuous, the nation becomes prosperous” (Li 2014: 16). Li thus says that by looking at the “Five Virtues,” we see that “harmony attains a position of utmost importance in Confucian philosophy” (Li 2014: 16).
In my opinion, however, the weight Li gives harmony in his interpretation of this text is debatable. There are at least three themes in the “Five Virtues.” Harmony is only one of them, and it is not clear how and why harmony should be seen as of equal (or even greater) importance than the others. Let’s consider its two competitors.
As some scholars suggest, one of the main themes of the “Five Virtues” is the distinction between “attained virtues” (de zhi xing 德之行) and “virtues” (xing 行).16 The difference between the two is that in the former the virtues are “formulated within” (xing yu nei 形於內) the heart-mind; whereas in the latter they are not. The upshot is that moral behavior in the former is motivated from internal virtue, whereas moral behavior in the latter is only in conformity with moral norms but without the proper motivations from within (see Ding 2000: 134). The author of the text urges us to develop the virtues from within (see Ding 2000: 143, 145; Zhu 2004: 183).
One may also take sageness or sageliness (sheng 聖) as the most important idea in the text. Some scholars think that another key issue of the text is the relation between the five virtues and their implications. The “four virtues” (sixing 四行) lack sageness, which seems to be the most important of the “five virtues” (see Ding 2000: 135). The text says that the “four virtues” achieve Goodness, whereas the “five virtues” achieve Virtue (de 德). The special importance of sageness is thus obvious. As Liang Tao 梁涛 explains,

From “Sageness is where wisdom, propriety, and music come from,” we can see that the five virtues in fact take sageness as the core and righteousness, wisdom, propriety, and so on are derived from sageness. That means sageness → righteousness → wisdom → propriety and music. This organic process is “harmony”: “when there is harmony, there is happiness; when there is happiness, people become virtuous; when people are virtuous, the nation becomes prosperous.” That is, from inner sageliness we achieve outward kingliness. (Liang 2008: 192)



Moreover, the sageness required for Virtue is also important for one to reach the level of the way of heaven: “Goodness is the way of human; Virtue is the way of the heaven” (Li 2007: 100). If this interpretation is sound, then one can argue that sageness is the most important concept in the text.
Then, how do we judge which concept is the most important? Let us consider sageness versus harmony. Sageness as a virtue has substantial content and is itself the ideal, whereas harmony is a formal concept describing a certain aspect of that ideal. We thus need Li to provide an argument that evaluates the importance of concepts on these two different levels. I will suggest a way out after we consider another example.
Next, Li’s evaluation of Dong Zhongshu’s thought is also not uncontroversial. Li is right to say that harmony is important for Dong. He quotes Dong’s statement, “There is no virtue greater than harmony” (Li 2014: 16). Harmony is of high importance in “Following the Way of Heaven,” Chapter 77 of Dong’s Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals (Su 1992: 443–457). This chapter emphasizes that harmony and equilibrium (zhong 中) are important in self-cultivation. Dong writes,

Thus, the reason for the longevity of a man of benevolence is that, concerning the exterior, he has no greediness, and concerning the interior, he is peaceful and quiet. His heart-mind is in a harmonious and peaceful state and does not lose equilibrium and uprightness. (Su 1992: 449)



This should be the case since the vital forces that fill up the world are also normally harmonious. Human beings should follow the way of heaven. Li thus is not wrong to take harmony as the most important concept in this chapter. Indeed, one important conceptual underpinning of Dong’s philosophy is undoubtedly the idea of “the resonance and correspondence between the heaven and the human” (tian ren ganying 天人感應), which is also acknowledged by Li (see Li 2014: 162). This is explicated in Chapters 41, 56, 77 and so on of Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals. Harmony can be understood as the ideal state or consequence of the operation of that resonance and correspondence.
However, elsewhere Dong emphasizes other concepts. For instance, in Chapter 44, “The Way of the King Penetrates the Three,” the most important concept is benevolence. The chapter talks about the king, who “penetrates the three,” namely, heaven, human, and earth, as well as his governance (Su 1992: 329). The chapter says,

[The king] is to manage the will (zhi 志) [of the people], making it reside in benevolence. The beauty of benevolence lies in heaven. Heaven is benevolence. Heaven embraces and nurtures the myriad things. It transforms them and produces them. It raises them and accomplishes them…. It is the infinite benevolence when we investigate the meaning of heaven. The human is endowed from heaven and obtains benevolence from heaven to be benevolent. (Su 1992: 329)



It is said that the content of heaven is benevolence; and benevolence is also what the human is endowed with from heaven and is what the human ought to fulfill. One could infer from this passage that benevolence is the most important concept in Dong’s view.
The evaluation is similar to the case of the “Five Virtues.” Here, benevolence is a concept with substantial content. It is also the content of heaven and human, and thus is undoubtedly important. Harmony in contrast is a formal concept, which describes the ideal state of vital forces in the person undergoing cultivation, as well as the ideal and the normal state of the things in the universe. We again need Li to provide an argument that evaluates the importance of concepts on these two different levels.
One way out may be my argument in the last section. We might say that for Dong, like for the Neo-Confucians, harmony is the result of the endeavor, while benevolence is understood as the ideal to be achieved as well as the ground, the principle, and the method of the endeavor. In that sense, benevolence has priority to harmony and should be understood as more important than it.
I will now turn to the issue of why it is benevolence rather than harmony that should be promoted in our contemporary world. In fact, we will then see that the Song-Ming Neo-Confucians seem to see things this way as well, especially when we have appreciated the distinction between harmony as a formal term and benevolence as a term with substantial content.
3 The Most Important Concept to Be Promoted in the Contemporary World Is Benevolence Instead of Harmony
Let us now turn to my second main argument: it is benevolence instead of harmony that should be seen as the central or most important concept to be promoted in the contemporary world. Harmony is more pertinently taken as the manifestation of benevolence. First, the theoretical disadvantage of harmony in dealing with contemporary ethical issues is that the mere concept of harmony is not sufficient to judge moral rightness and wrongness, while the concept of benevolence is. Besides, benevolence can also represent the Confucian moral ideal, and is also the ground for that ideal. Harmony is only one of the ways to describe its achievement (Sect. 3.1). Second, the practical advantage of the concept of benevolence is that its content is understandable and practically applicable (Sect. 3.2). The disadvantages of harmony in both aspects are attributed to the fact that it is a relatively formal concept that denotes the ideal or goal but not the content and the ways involved in achieving that goal.
3.1 The Theoretical Advantages of Benevolence Over Harmony in Ethical Encounters
My first point regarding the theoretical advantage of benevolence over harmony in ethical encounters is that it presents a standard for judging moral rightness and wrongness—a job which harmony, if it is to do, does less satisfactorily. This is because harmony is a relatively formal concept that describes an ideal outcome but not the content and ways of its fulfillment.17 Also, Li’s model of Confucianism relies on a problematic contextualist rationale in establishing harmony as the central or guiding concept in ethics. Let’s start with how harmony, as championed by Li, does its job.
How does harmony fare in normative ethics? Li’s view is revealed in his saying that “For Confucians, the difference between harmony and disharmony is one between good and bad, right and wrong, and success and failure” (Li 2014: 17). Let us further formulate his view by considering how ritual propriety, zhong 中 (centrality or equilibrium), and quan 權 (discretional actions, or discretions) relate to harmony and fare in ethical matters. Li seems to say that harmony is to be achieved by the appropriate usage of these means, which together form a “hermeneutical circle.”
First, normally, harmony can be achieved by following ritual propriety. As Li writes,

As rituals, li has a demonstrative function; it provides models for people to follow as they engage in orderly social activities. As rules, li has a normative function; it obliges people to do certain things in their social and personal lives. (Li 2014: 58)



Li further emphasizes, “In Confucian philosophy, ren cannot be achieved without ritual propriety because rules of ritual propriety provide guidelines for appropriate human behavior” (Li 2014: 73). Li here deeply subordinates the role of benevolence (“ren”) to the value of harmony, as part of the broader scheme of values. He suggests that, since order is the necessary condition of harmony, and ritual propriety is the necessary condition of order, ritual propriety is thus the necessary condition for harmony (see Li 2014: 70). Although Li acknowledges the contested relation between ritual propriety and benevolence—emphasizing that some take the former to be instrumental to the latter, whereas others take the former to be constitutive of the latter—Li does not clearly explain the ground of ritual propriety, merely taking it as instrumental to harmony, as a condition of order.
Let us consider this view of things in relation to Li’s broader discussions of zhong, quan, and harmony. In Chapter 5 of his book Li emphasizes that zhong, as “centrality,” is what structures harmony: “In Confucian philosophy, centrality and harmony are mutually dependent concepts. We cannot make sense of one without the other. As philosophical concepts, they are mutually defined and mutually illuminating” (Li 2014: 73); “Centrality sets the foundation for the world and is the defining anchor for harmony. Without centrality, harmony becomes unprincipled accommodation; without harmony, centrality cannot be defined fully in concept or realized in action” (Li 2014: 79). If zhong is the foundation for the world, then ritual propriety, which aims at harmony, naturally takes zhong as its principle to follow. Meanwhile, what does zhong exactly mean? Zhong’s “centrality” does not refer to the mathematical mean or staying at the middle. Li states, “In classical Confucian literature, zhong is used primarily in the moral sense of appropriateness and uprightness” (Li 2014: 73). Zhong “provides guiding principles for how harmony can and should be achieved” and it “prevents harmony from losing its right course” (Li 2014: 73). For instance, as shown in the Book of Changes, Li argues, balancing between yin and yang is “the way of centrality” (Li 2014: 74). But one then must face the question of how zhong is determined. Li says,

What kind of action is appropriate depends on whether the action, adjusted to its particular time and situation, tends to harmonize things in the long run. There is a dynamic dimension of centrality, which requires taking appropriate counterbalancing measures to keep on the central course. (Li 2014: 80)18



This answer sounds circular. On the one hand harmony is to be anchored by zhong, which means appropriateness (of actions); on the other hand, the appropriateness of actions, as this quotation states, depends on whether it “tends to harmonize things in the long run.” Moreover, if the example of the counterbalancing measure is also based on this standard, it does not tell us more about how zhong itself is determined. The case is similar with quan. While Li says, “Confucians seek to balance discretional action with principled ritual propriety in creating a harmonious society” (Li 2014: 117), he understands discretion as a “situational application of rules in order to achieve greater harmony” (Li 2014: 131). Here, Li would reply that we should view this as a hermeneutical circle that zhong and quan form with harmony (see Li 2014: 71). He does not view this as a question-begging or a meaningless circularity. However, if we follow this view of Li’s, we cannot satisfactorily solve many ethical questions.
The foremost question is how satisfactorily harmony or a Confucian philosophy of harmony fares in determining moral judgment. Ruiping fan (2017) raises a specific case: how can Li’s Confucian philosophy of harmony account for the wrongness of cases such as incest with the consent of both the parent and child? As both parties consent and, if contraception is practiced, no harm is caused to other people, on what disharmony do we base wrongness here? This case seems to preserve a kind of harmony, but is still normally thought to be condemnable in Confucianism.
Fan does not shut the door on Confucian harmony altogether here. It could, he argues, offer a substantive guide if rooted more fully in traditional Confucian foundationalist beliefs (see Fan 2017: 250). The Five Classics, he tells us, convey

a Confucian faith in a transcendent and ruling god called Heaven as well as Heaven’s direction to human life, in the terms of the Mandate of Heaven (tianming 天命), the Order of Heaven (tianli 天理), or the Dao of Heaven (tiandao 天道). Without taking the supernatural content of these classics seriously, Li’s view of Confucian metaphysics is misguided. (Fan 2017: 251)



Fan thinks that “the Confucian Dao of Heaven is a system of the fundamental structures of the universe as well as the appropriate relations of human beings as recorded in the Classics,” andThese structures and rituals, according to Confucian belief, were designed and set down by Heaven through its cosmic workings, and were recognized and realized by the sages through looking up at the phenomena of the heavens, gazing down the contours of the earth, and reflecting upon human affairs, as explained in the classics. (Fan 2017: 251)


Fan thereby takes the anti-incest rule as “morally authoritative because it is embedded in the fundamental Confucian structures and rituals established in the tradition” (Fan 2017: 252).19 In contrast, since Li “has denied the existence of a transcendent Heaven,” it “cannot possibly provide the ‘inescapable authority we apparently expect and require of moral values’” (Fan 2017: 253; emphasis in original). This “renders it difficult to argue that it is categorically—rather than prudently—wrong for the father to have sex with the daughter” (Fan 2017: 253). Fan fears Li’s contextualist notion of harmony can even bend to affirm clearly anti-Confucian practices and values: “Is [Li’s] Confucian account so flexible or contextual as to imply a tendency of abandoning the anti-incest rule if society finds increasing numbers of individuals accepting father-daughter incest in terms of so-called autonomy or privacy?” (Fan 2017: 253; emphasis in original).
Let us turn to Li’s reply. First, Li accepts his difference with Fan in viewing the nature and the significance of heaven in Confucianism and tries to focus rather on “what we contemporaries should do with the notion of tian [i.e., heaven] in reconstructing Confucian philosophy” (Li 2017: 263). Then, to uphold harmony as a guiding concept in ethics, Li’s strategy is not to say that there are no rules, for he states that harmony has to be regulated by ritual propriety (see Li 2014: 64). The point is rather that there is “no ‘pre-set’ moral order in the world”; it is just that the rules or moral precepts appeared only after humanity came into existence, and “our moral precepts are grounded on the kind of beings we humans have evolved to be,” so that “as human society evolves, human relations also change, and moral precepts have to be adjusted accordingly” (Li 2017: 264). Li calls this the contextualist approach to moral epistemology (see Li 2017: 264). It corresponds to Li’s view that centrality and harmony relate to one another as a hermeneutical circle in which there is no one fixed point by which the one determines the other.
Li’s reply to Fan seems to me unsatisfactory. Li possibly undervalues the emphasis on the substantive value of benevolence in Classical Confucianism and obviously undervalues that emphasis in the Song-Ming Neo-Confucians. As mentioned, Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism is taken as a kind of moral metaphysics that explicates a moral worldview supported by first-personal moral practices (Mou 1968 v.1: 8–9; Liu 2017: 6). In such a worldview, heaven is neither a personal God nor a supernatural, speculative being, but it does have a penetrating relation with human nature. Heaven and human nature share the same content, namely, benevolence. The existence of heavenly principle (tianli 天理) is a kind of contextual rule; but unlike what Li has in mind, this heavenly principle is pre-fixed in the sense that it has the core value of benevolence as its essence, while also elastic or contextual in the sense that it is not rigid in manifestation. This connects with a more general debate between ethical generalism and ethical particularism (see e.g., Dancy 2004, 2017). Simply put, ethical generalism maintains that the rightness or wrongness of an action can be determined by universal moral principles, whereas ethical particularism holds that there are no universal moral principles to determine the rightness and wrongness of actions; each case is to be particularly evaluated. As Yong Huang suggests, Confucianism may present a kind of middle way (see Huang 2014: Chapter 4). The idea of “principle is one and its manifestations are many” (li yi fen shu 理一分殊) championed by the Song-Ming Neo-Confucians is relevant here. For while the principle, which has benevolence as its content, is the basis of morality, its manifestations can differ depending on different situations, different objects, different times, and so on. For instance, as Zhu Xi says, what is due of the son is to be filial and what is due of the minister is to be loyal. These duties can be as broad as the benevolence that is manifested as compassion, which is the response we as ordinary people ought to have to others’ suffering (see Zhu 1986: 99).20 Whenever there is a need for quan, that is, to weigh, the standard is righteousness. As Zhu says,

Weighing uses righteousness in its practice…. We use righteousness to weigh the things and then we have equilibrium. Righteousness is like the balance; to weigh is to take the balance to measure [the things]. Equilibrium is the where the things obtain their equal levels. (Zhu 1986: 987)



As righteousness is a manifestation of benevolence (see Zhu 1986: 107), we can say that the standard is ultimately benevolence. It is also clear that equilibrium, or centrality, and harmony are the manifestation or the ideal outcome of—but not the fundamental rationale of—morality. Then, when we return to the cases presented in Chapter 9 of Li’s book, where he explains how we decide to allow for differences, it is more appropriate to take benevolence rather than harmony as the standard. Chapter 9 illustrates harmony in the human world and constructs a Confucian approach to international peace. One of the principles proposed is “seeking harmony with differences,” as illustrated in Chapters 1 and 2 of that work. However, Li does acknowledge that “seeking harmony with differences does not mean that all differences are good and should be promoted” (Li 2014: 144). He lists three kinds of differences between countries, regions, and communities in the world:	(1)
“Differences to be embraced and celebrated” (such as different gods and different cuisines);

 

	(2)
Difference that occurs “when people clearly act in ways contrary to the generally accepted standards of humanity,” which should be eliminated or minimized; and “[s]evere human rights violations belong to this category”; and

 

	(3)
Differences “which we may not personally or culturally approve of but may accept within their own cultural contexts” (Li 2014: 144–45).

 




While we should embrace differences of the first kind and accept the third kind when they are warranted with cautious examination, we should endeavor to eliminate or minimize those of the second kind. The reason for eliminating or minimizing the second kind of differences is not that they are detrimental to harmony in the long term, but, as Li himself writes, that they “act in ways contrary to the generally accepted standards of humanity” (Li 2014: 144).
In fact, taking benevolence as the core moral judgment has its roots in the Mencius: “Confucius said, ‘There are two ways and two only: benevolence and cruelty’” (Mencius 4A2; in Lau 2003: 153). Benevolence and cruelty (or, non-benevolence) mark the two possibilities for conduct, and it is benevolence that is the correct way. Therefore, the examples Li uses to support his contextual approach can be alternatively explained in ways that lead the approach to lose it appeal. For instance, Li argues,

when transplanting human organs to save lives was not yet an option, preserving one’s entire body in death as a way to show filial duty to parents made sense. Now that with advanced medical technologies the transplanting of human organs has become an important way to save lives, a moral precept to preserve one’s entire body in death may no longer be appropriate. (Li 2017: 264–65)



Instead of viewing the change of judgment entirely in a contextualist way, we can understand the above case as a changing circumstance that leads to different evaluations of how benevolence is best manifested. That is, when transplanting technology was not yet an option, preserving one’s body was a manifestation of benevolence to the dead person, and, more importantly, of benevolence in the form of filial piety through taking good care of the body that was given by one’s parents. Having the technology now, however, we must take into consideration the seemingly greater benevolence that organ transplant manifests by saving the lives of needy patients. Of course, there may still be some evaluation necessary in weighing which actions best manifest benevolence. The point is that it is benevolence that is always the standard by which we are to make the judgement.21
In comparison, although Li holds that there are still rules that have relative stability (see Li 2017: 264), and thus Li’s contextualist approach does not seem to be as radical as ethical particularism, his account fails to provide a reliable standard for measures like quan and compromises. As Fan suggests, the enjoyment of transformation and elasticity comes with the high cost of lacking the “inescapable authority we apparently expect and require of moral values” (Fan 2017: 253; emphasis in original).
The second theoretical advantage of benevolence is then not hard to see. Benevolence can also represent the Confucian moral ideal. This is best illustrated in the aforementioned passage by Cheng Hao “On Understanding Benevolence.” The person of benevolence regards himself and the myriad things as of one body. He takes care of them as he takes care of himself. The harmony between myriad things is a natural concomitant. We can describe the ideal as a harmonious world; but if we are to investigate it more substantially, we see benevolence is the ground of this picture.
In short, benevolence has a theoretical advantage over harmony in regards to moral judgment, for it is more content-laden, while harmony is a relatively formal concept that denotes the ideal or goal but not the content and the ways involved in realizing that goal. In fact, when responding to Yao Xinzhong’s (2017) countersuggestion that Dao is central to Confucian philosophy, Li says that his “reluctance with regard to the concept of Dao comes from the fact that, in comparison with harmony, the concept of Dao is rather vague and less content-laden” (Li 2017: 257). My argument for championing benevolence shares this rationale.
3.2 The Practical Advantages of Benevolence Over Harmony in Ethical Encounters
Grounding Confucianism in benevolence, and seeing harmony as merely descriptive of the ideal outcome benevolence will establish, also enjoys advantages in practice. As mentioned, since harmony is a rather formal concept, it is less readily applicable or informative when we deal with practical ethical matters. The case is even more complicated when Li stresses that harmony is not mere conformity and one has to weigh and find the equilibrium. This implies that harmony itself may not be a directly applicable and practical concept in guiding our behavior. In contrast, benevolence can do a better job. In practice, as Cheng Hao mentions, we first need to understand that being benevolent, or expressing or aiming to achieve benevolence, is the standard for rightness and is what we ought to do. Benevolence involves a kind of moral emotion that is most explicitly aroused when noticing others’ suffering. Confucius describes this as a kind of unease (bu’an 不安) (the Analects 17.21; in Lau 2000: 178; see also Mou 1983: 77–78) and Mencius as a kind of compassion or commiseration (ceyin 惻隱) that is part of human nature (Mencius 2A6 and 6A6; in Lau 2003: 72 and 246). Cheng Hao elaborates these ideas as feeling the pain and itch of other persons and even “things.” Cheng says, “When the things are recognized as one’s own, there is nothing one will not do for them. If things are not parts of the self, naturally they are of no concern to it” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 15). What we need to do is to not let our selfish desires block our natural human capacity for compassion. Mencius’ famous example helps illustrate the point: When a person suddenly sees that a child is on the verge of falling into a well, his compassion is immediately aroused. One is naturally inclined to want to save the child, and not out of any selfish desires (see Mencius 2A6; in Lau 2003: 72). The capacity for compassion directly informs you that you ought to prevent the child from falling into the well; and this also reveals that doing so is right whereas not doing so is wrong. Certainly, the Confucians investigate further into how one can substantially treat others better. The concept of shu 恕 that Li mentions is another aspect of benevolence (see Li 2014: 139–42). Shu denotes the maneuver by which one attempts to grasp another’s feelings, wishes, and desires by taking up the other’s perspective.22 I argued elsewhere that benevolence in Cheng Hao’s philosophy involves a kind of empathy, which contributes to our moral behavior (Leung 2018: 141–45).23 Suffice it to say that benevolence can provide practical guidance for moral action and is readily workable as it is rooted in human nature.
4 Conclusion
I disagree with Li’s potential claim that harmony is the central (or the most important) concept in Confucianism and his claim that Confucian harmony should be promoted as its most important concept. Rather, I propose that benevolence is the better candidate for the two claims. That said, Li’s book is undeniably a remarkable contribution to Confucianism and the Confucian concept of harmony. Those eager to apply Confucian wisdom to contemporary issues cannot afford to miss it.
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Footnotes
1Li has long been emphasizing the Confucian concept of harmony and now furthers Confucianism as a philosophy of harmony; see Li (1999), (2004), (2006), (2010).

 

2To my knowledge, the author-meets-critics session took place in the Conference of the International Society of Chinese Philosophy, Hong Kong, July 21–24, 2015. The journal reviews include Chiu (2014), Bell (2015), Tan (2015); the series of discussions on journal include Jiyuan Yu (2016), Kam-por Yu (2016), and Li (2016a) in Dao: A Journal of Comparative Philosophy; and Chiu (2017), Fan (2017), Yao (2017), and Li (2017) in Philosophy East and West.

 

3See Cheng (2014: 41–43). For related views on studying “history of thought” and “history of philosophy,” see also Cheng (2009: ix–xvii).

 

4See Yang (2013) as an example of the analysis of as well as an attempt to reconceptualize the Confucian paradigm. See Hon (2020) on Zhu Xi’s compilation of the Four Books.

 

5An anonymous reviewer highlights the difficulty of identifying the most important or central concept for a highly diverse, extremely voluminous interpretative and argumentative tradition extending back 2500 years. Indeed, which texts are “canon-representative” is a controversial issue, and one must be careful of cherry-picking of textual support for his or her own favored ideal. The reviewer suggests identifying instead core Confucian ideals and virtue concepts whose relative importance was debated and differentially elevated at different times; and then, through rigorous analysis, “family resemblances” are identified in treatment of this core of ideals and virtue concepts in different eras and schools of Confucian thought. Perhaps this approach implies a doubt neither I nor (arguably) Prof. Li share, namely a doubt whether we can speak of a most important or central concept of this tradition at all. I agree that since Confucianism is a long tradition, attempts to generalize or summarize it may risk bias. That is shown in my acknowledgement of the historical and interpretative nature of the inquiry. Nevertheless, whether we can identify a single most important concept in this tradition is determined on the strengths of arguments and counterarguments. The present critique is an attempt to refute harmony as the candidate for this and suggests benevolence as an alternative. In particular, my emphasis on Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism argues against Li’s underemphasis of it. Rather than seeing either (or both) as biased and a matter of cherry-picking, we may better view the arguments on either side as being more or less persuasive.

 

6There have been controversies on whether the Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean are pre-Qin texts, although they are collected in the Book of Rites that appears in the Han dynasty. With more excavated texts available, scholars tend to think that they were written in the pre-Qin period. See Liang (2008: 102–118 and 261–91 respectively). For convenience, I take them to be Classical Confucian texts henceforth.

 

7For introductions to Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism, see Angle and Tiwald (2017), Chen (2010), Liu (2017) and Mou (1968 v.1: 1–319).

 

8En passant, for the sake of simplicity, we could even grant that harmony is the most important concept in the Five Classics. The point is that the Five Classics are less representative and influential than other parts of the tradition.

 

9For instance, Zhu Xi says, “For the Analects and the Mencius, it takes fewer efforts [to read] but the benefits are huge. For the Six Classics, it takes more efforts but the benefits are not many” (Zhu 1986: 428).

 

10This is the first sentence of his famous passage that we name as “On Understanding Benevolence.” We will refer to it again below.

 

11JeeLoo Liu comments that the Neo-Confucian worldview can be taken as “a version of teleology— the world is governed by the principle of life and the overarching telos assumed in this worldview is simply the creation and sustenance of life” (Liu 2017: 4).

 

12The “knowing” or “understanding” (shi 識) here refers to some kind of studying and practicing but not just simply noticing the presence of certain concept. This is related to the distinction between genuine knowledge (zhenzhi 真知) and common knowing (changzhi 常知) mentioned by the Cheng brothers (see Cheng and Cheng 1981: 16, 188). For explanations, see Huang (2014: 112–115).

 

13Mou ingeniously points out that the “substance,” “principle,” “way,” and “heart-mind” in the above passage can all be regarded as referring to benevolence, as they are different aspects of the ultimate reality of benevolence (see Mou 1968 v. 2: 219–220). That is why it is pertinent to insert “of benevolence” in square brackets into the passage. This illustrates that although these concepts point to different aspects of the same thing, it is benevolence that is the comprehensive or ultimate concept to be emphasized.

 

14According to Mou Zongsan, these are the two main themes in Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism (see Mou 1968 v.1: 8).

 

15The case may be more interesting in Zhang Zai, who emphasizes on the concept of ultimate harmony (taihe太和), but unfortunately Li does not mention Zhang in the book. However, it seems to me that given his emphases on ontological substance and vital forces, as well as the cultivation of our vital forces, whether Zhang would take harmony per se as more than an ideal outcome remains a question.

 

16Some complexities are involved in the translations of these terms. The Chinese word de 德 has “virtue” as its closest counterpart. In the Chinese tradition, it also means “attainment” (de 得). The “Record of Music” in the Book of Rites reads “virtue means attainment” (dezhe deye 德者, 得也) (Sun 1989: 982; see Hall and Ames 1987: 216–26 and Angle 2009: 51–59). The Chinese word xing 行 primary means “conduct” or “behavior”; but it can also derivatively mean virtue. That is why in contemporary Chinese there are compound words like dexing 德性 and pingxing 品行, which approximately mean virtue or conduct. But with the unique qualification of the text, I suggest rendering xing 行 as “virtue,” while rendering de zhi xing 德之行 as “obtained virtue.” The difference lies in that the former being not in fact genuine virtue possessed by someone but connoting rather just virtue terms that can be attributes describing the moral behavior which is in conformity with moral norms; “attained virtue” in contrast refers to virtue that is genuine, in that it is rooted in the heart-mind. This rendering nicely captures the meaning of “attainment” in the term de.

 

17For simplicity, I focus on ethical encounters by taking the political ones as particular complex cases of the ethical ones.

 

18Li also writes, “Equilibrium has to be exercised in moving back and forth in the process of interpretation—the only process in which meanings are obtained” (Li 2014: 123).

 

19This is not dogmatic. Such “Confucian constitutive rules are amendable,” for “they may not have been perfectly conceptualized” (Fan 2017: 252); so in this case, “Confucian moral epistemology is foundationalist, not fundamentalist in the Western religious sense” (Fan 2017: 252). As I understand Fan, the foundationalist approach allows changes of the principles or rules according to the better understanding of human basic structures. Therefore, the rules are not absolute as in the case of the fundamentalist approach.

 

20Li also mentions Zhu’s idea that “principle is one and its manifestations are many” (Li 2014: 144), but he does not take it to elaborate my point here.

 

21Michael Slote’s ethics of care and empathy comes close to the Confucian view that takes benevolence as the core moral judgment. He holds that “actions are morally wrong and contrary to moral obligation if, and only if, they reflect or exhibit or express an absence (or lack) of fully developed empathic concern for (or caring about) others on the part of the agent” (Slote 2007: 31).

 

22See for example Cheng and Cheng (1981: 15), which quotes the Analects 6.30 (in Lau 2000: 54).

 

23For instance, Martin L. Hoffman, an American psychologist, argues that psychological findings may suggest that empathy “is reliably aroused in humans in response to misfortune in others, it predisposes the individual toward helping action… and it appears to have neural base that may have been present early in human evolution” (Hoffman 1981: 121). He also suggests that certain kinds of inducing of empathy are important for moral education and moral development (Hoffman 2000).
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1 Introduction
Conceptual clarity is a basic requirement for meaningful philosophical argument. Yat-hung’s critique, extensive as it is, fails to meet this standard. His focus is on two concepts, harmony (he 和) and benevolence (ren 仁). He argues that harmony is a manifestation of benevolence in Confucianism and that benevolence should be the central or the most important concept to be both recognized and promoted in the contemporary world. Unfortunately, neither concept is presented with adequate clarity to make his claims relevant to my work. In my response, I will show how Yat-hung’s lack of clarity causes his confusion, which in turn, leads him to miss his intended target of criticism. I will also address some specific issues raised in his article. While I appreciate his effort in pursuing pertinent issues, I believe his overall argument is untenable.
2 What Is he 和?
The word “he” has multiple meanings, as many other Chinese words. Yat-hung purportedly focuses on my conception of Confucian harmony. Yet, he does not say what it is as he goes at length arguing about the theoretical and practical advantages of benevolence over harmony. If we do not mean the same thing by the term, then we pass each other in this conversation.
In The Confucian Philosophy of Harmony (2014), I draw on discussions of he in such classics as the Yijing, Book of Rites, Zuozhuan, Guoyu, and Analects, and reconstruct he as a process and a state of affairs with the following key characteristics:	I.
Heterogeneity. Harmony presupposes two or more co-existing parties. These parties are not uniform and they possess varied dispositions.

 

	II.
Tension. Various parties interact with one another. Tension of various levels arises naturally from difference.

 

	III.
Coordination and Cooperation. While tension may result in conflict, it also places constraints on parties in interaction and generates energy to advance coordination. In coordination, involved parties make allowances for one another and preserve their soundness.

 

	IV.
Transformation and Growth. Through coordination, tension is transformed and conflict is reconciled into a favorable environment for each party to flourish. In this process, involved parties undergo mutual transformation and form harmonious relationships.

 

	V.
Renewal. Harmony is achieved not as a final state, but as stages in an ongoing process. It admits of degrees. Harmonious relationship is maintained through continuous renewal. (Li 2014: 9)

 




Understood this way, he is a “thick” notion, by no means merely “formal” as Yat-hung has taken it to be. It is pluralistic (he er bu tong 和而不同); it is interactive and dynamic (he zhi 和之, where “he” verbally depicts action and process); it is generative and productive (he shi sheng wu 和實生物); and it is fulfilling and uplifting (bao he tai he, nai li zhen 保合太和, 乃利貞; he ze le 和則樂; he ze tong, tong ze shan 和則同,同則善). If such a characterization does not seem to possess specific social or psychological contents, that is because it is not meant to be confined merely to social or psychological domains. Rather, such a concept covers metaphysical as well as social and ethical dimensions of Confucian philosophy (ru jia zhe xue 儒家哲學). As a metaphysical concept, he describes what Confucianism takes to be the overall characteristic of the evolving process in the universe. This conception is built on the ancient Chinese cosmogony that the world originated from formless qi 氣 and that order developed and forms took place through the interaction of the original stuff. As such, he can be compared with the concept of evolution in the modern West. It is the process that explains the way our world operates. He is harmonization. Confucian he is a comprehensive concept; it is not exclusively confined to the branches of social philosophy or ethics. Because of this, Confucian harmony does not contain branch-specific content as a concept of social philosophy or ethics does. This is a logical necessity rather than a weakness. However, he is definitely applicable to human society. For human beings, he describes the Confucian good life, at the personal, familial, social, and environmental levels. It stands for human flourishing. Furthermore, Confucian he is value-laden (Li 2014: 17). This is a fundamental feature of Confucian harmony. Confucians do not claim that things are always harmonious in the world. From a Confucian perspective, disharmonies are either to be overcome by harmony or can serve as building blocks for further harmonization.
This understanding of he must be distinguished from a narrow, shallow, static, crude understanding of “harmony.” It is not merely peace or absence of tension or conflict; nor is it just being nice to one another. The kind of harmony that I expound is “deep harmony”—it explains existing rules or operations rather than merely being explained by them. Such a conception presents a dynamic picture of the world. In such a world, things evolve through harmonization. Rules and regularities are formed on the basis of, or along with, things as they take their current forms. When things are harmonized in the above sense, they flourish; when they do not harmonize, they fail.
Socially and ethically, he both describes ways of social operation and prescribes practice. To harmonize is to work with others to generate the most productive courses of existence that optimize various potentials for growth and renewal. Because we aim to harmonize in society, we need social institutions, ethics, justice, and so forth. In this sense, other moral values are instrumental for harmony. A moral value is good for a reason (or several reasons). That reason, ultimately, is that it is conducive to harmony. Not the other way around. This includes other Confucian values such as ren 仁 and li 禮.
Thus, it is simply not true that Confucian he is merely a “formal” concept (Leung 41–44). It is a “thick” concept that cannot be dismissed as lightly as a “formal” one. Furthermore, Yat-hung also mistakes Confucian he to be merely an end result. He as harmonization is no less a process than an end result.
Any critique that does not aim properly at the right target fails its purpose, including Yat-hung’s. This is the reason for the need of conceptual clarity in philosophical argument. If the two parties are talking about different things with the same word, they cannot engage in meaningful discussion. I can debate with critics over whether my conception of harmony has textual support in Confucian classics (I believe I have shown in my 2014 book that it has) and whether harmony construed in this “thick” way should be promoted in the world. However, it is simply not my intention in the book to debate the validity of any other conception of harmony.
3 What Is ren 仁?
The other key concept in Yat-hung’s article is “benevolence,” which is his translation of “ren.” Ren is no easy word to translate, largely because it has multiple meanings in the Confucian tradition. We can identify at least three meanings in which “ren” has been used in the Confucian tradition. The first is primarily a psychologically attitudinal quality, implying humaneness, kindness, love, and benevolence. Second, it stands for a comprehensive virtue that encompasses other virtues such as respectfulness, kindness, and trustworthiness. And third, it has also been used to mean a cosmic quality that is taken to be a driving force for the overall operation of the world. In his article Yat-hung shifts meanings under the label of “benevolence” for multiple purposes. However, such a technique makes it impossible for him to construct a coherent argument. It is necessary that we analyze the various meanings of the term for the sake of conceptual clarity.
The esteemed Chinese philosopher Tang Junyi 唐君毅 shows that ren’s meaning of love, as one particular virtue among other virtues, predates Confucius but is inherited by Confucius. Tang writes,Of all earlier meanings of “ren,” the most deeply rooted and broadly used is love [ai 愛].1 For instance, the Zhuoyu Chapter of Guoyu says “ren is the virtue of love,” “by loving people one can be ren,” “protecting people by being ren.” The Chuyu Chapter says, “to lead to ren by promoting love.” Since Confucius, explicating ren in terms of love gets the closest to its meaning and is also the most popular view. (Tang 1986: 73)

Mencius also uses “ren” more or less in this sense. Mencius juxtaposes it alongside yi, li, and zhi, making it one of the four cardinal virtues. This is the first meaning of “ren.” In this sense, “benevolence” can be used as one option to translate ren.
On the basis of this first meaning of “ren” as a single virtue, Confucius further developed ren as a comprehensive virtue. Confucius said that one can become ren by practicing the five virtues of respectfulness (gong 恭), tolerance (kuan 寬), trustworthiness (xin 信), diligence (min 敏), and kindness (hui 惠) (Analects 17.6). Ren in this sense is no longer a single particular virtue, but a general virtue. As a general virtue, ren is more than humaneness, kindness, love, or benevolence. Many scholars including Wing-tsit Chan (1975) and Tu Weiming (1981) have translated it as “humanity” or “co-humanity.” Roger Ames has rendered this concept of ren as “consummate person or conduct.” Ames explains it this way:

“Consummate” has the virtue of using the collective and intensive prefix “con-,” denoting the sense of “together, jointly” that does justice to the irreducible relationality and thus particularity of ren. In addition, summa is that form of “completion” that suggests disclosure more than closure, a transactional maturation and fruition more than the actualization of some given potential. Summa is the higher efficacy in some particular achievement and not merely a replication of something previously accomplished, and as such, is high praise by the community for someone’s particular attainment (summa cum laude). (Ames 2011: 179)



In this second sense, “ren” is not merely one virtue among other virtues as in its first sense; it is a comprehensive virtue.
In addition, the third use of “ren” as a cosmic quality is mainly found in Song-Ming neo-Confucianism. This is the sense in which these Confucians regard benevolence as “the ultimate reality that makes existence possible and creates the myriad things” (Leung 37). Deploying this notion of ren, Cheng Hao claims, “The vitality of the myriad things is … called benevolence” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 120; Leung 38). On this meaning of “ren,” Cheng states, “observing the young chicken (one can observe benevolence)” (Cheng and Cheng 1981: 59; Leung 38). As to why “ren,” which in Confucius described benevolence and comprehensive virtue in humanity, is now a quality that is found even in young chickens and the myriad things, according to a passage quoted by Yat-hung from Cheng, “There is neither the need for defense or inspection, nor the need for exhaustive exploration” (Leung 39). In other words, it is a claim that is off limits to philosophical discussion. Such a view, in my opinion, is a non-starter for meaningful philosophical inquiry. However, the third meaning should be included in the varied meanings of ren here because Yat-hung uses “benevolence” to denote all three of these meanings of “ren” and shifts among these meanings in his article. For clarity, in the following discussion let me denote “ren” in the first meaning as “benevolence(1),” the second meaning as “benevolence(2),” and the third meaning as “benevolence(3).”
Throughout his article, Yat-hung’s uses of “benevolence” seem to be mainly “benevolence(1),” as in his discussion of the Wuxing (Five Virtues) when he juxtaposes it along with other single virtues. He uses it in the sense of “benevolence(2)” when he quotes Cheng Hao’s view that “righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), wisdom (zhi 知), and faithfulness (xin 信) are all benevolence” (Leung 38–39), and when he quotes Zhu Xi’s comment that other virtues are also “benevolence” (Leung 39). Yat-hung also slips into “benevolence(3),” as he draws on Song-Ming neo-Confucian thinkers in making ren a cosmic quality. When Yat-hung argues that “benevolence” is more important because it is more “substantial” in content, he seems to be using “benevolence(1).” Yat-hung writes,

Benevolence involves a kind of moral emotion that is most explicitly aroused when noticing others’ suffering. Confucius describes this as a kind of unease (buan 不安) (Analects 17.21) and Mencius a kind of commiseration or compassion (ceyin 惻隱) that is part of human nature (Mencius 2A6, 6A6). (Leung 50)



Obviously, a moral emotion that is rooted in human nature resides in human beings. In my view, however, precisely because of this feature “benevolence(1)” is less suitable to be the fundamental or grounding concept for Confucian philosophy. It is an ethical concept. An ethical concept does not account for the metaphysical or epistemological aspect of a philosophy. Confucian philosophy is richer than mere ethics. Even if we consider “benevolence(2),” the second meaning of “ren,” it is still an ethical (at most social) concept rather than a metaphysical or epistemological one. If Yat-hung wishes to use the term as “benevolence(3)” for its metaphysical relevance, as he seems to be doing when he discusses Dong Zhongshu, then he cannot rely on the first two meanings of ren in making his case. The moral meanings of ren as advocated by Confucius and Mencius simply do not exist in “young chickens.” In using the term in its third meaning Yat-hung cannot justify his claim that benevolence is a superior concept on the ground of having “a moral emotion” that is rooted in human nature and he cannot claim that such a notion has more “substantial” content. Moreover, he can no longer support his own claim by likening ren to Michael Slote’s view of “empathic concern for (or caring about) others on the part of the agent” (Leung 49n21), because Slote is expressly talking about human empathic concern without a metaphysical reference. It is simply unfounded to claim that “benevolence(3)” has more theoretical and practical advantage, in comparison with harmony, to be promoted in today’s world; most people, Confucian or otherwise, may not even accept such a mysterious notion as relevant. Shifting between “benevolence(1),” “benevolence(2),” and “benevolence(3)” leaves Yat-hung’s argument ambiguous and out of focus, rendering it impossible to engage in meaningful argument on the subject.
When Yat-hung argues that “benevolence” is more important than harmony, he not only fails to tell us what he means by harmony; he also fails to tell us what his concept of “benevolence” is. By shifting between various meanings of ren he seems to imply that all these three concepts bundled together form a super concept that is more important than harmony. He picks perceived strengths from these three concepts alternately in making his case for such a super concept. His practice reminds me of an experience I had several decades back when I lived in China. My family and I were looking for a bed mat in a market. It was the kind of bed mat made of crop stalk skins, woven together diagonally into a rectangle shape. Because they were woven diagonally, the length and width of a mat was not strictly fixed. We found one vender with mats of good quality, but then we found that his mats were not long enough for our need. In an attempt to make a sale, the vender held one edge of the mat and shook it: The mat became longer. When we pointed out that now it no longer had adequate width for us anymore, the vender simply turned the mat by ninety degrees and shook it again: the mat became wider. Perhaps he was so eager to sell his mat that he did not realize that he could not have it both ways. I have called this type of maneuver “the mat vender’s fallacy” (Li 2007b). We, of course, ended up buying a mat from a different vender.
So, my question is, which concept of ren is it that Yat-hung argues to be the one more important than harmony? “Benevolence(1)” simply does not carry enough weight to do his job, because it has to work jointly with other particular virtues like li, zhi, yi, and so forth. “Benevolence(2)” does not play an important role in Yat-hung’s argument as it is mentioned only in passing. If it is “benevolence(3),” then it does not have the practical relevance that Yat-hung needs to have adequate appeal to people in the contemporary world. Can we seriously ask people in the world to strive for something observable in a young chicken as the universal goal of our world? “Benevolence(3)” as promoted by Song-Ming neo-Confucians is a mysterious concept, for which according to Cheng Hao “(t)here is neither the need for defense or inspection, nor the need for exhaustive exploration.” A concept that is not subject to philosophical defense or inspection or exploration can have neither “theoretical” nor “practical” advantages over harmony in appealing to the contemporary world.
4 Addressing Issues Raised
4.1 Is he the Central Concept of Confucian Philosophy?
In my book The Confucian Philosophy of Harmony, I did not claim that he is the central concept of Confucian philosophy. There I said instead that he is one of the most important concepts in Confucianism. My main purpose was to place he back as a central value in Confucianism without getting into unnecessary controversies about which concept is more important. Yat-hung is aware of that; so he says he is challenging my “potential claim that harmony is the central (or the most important) concept in Confucianism” (Leung 50).
The larger issue, however, has to do with how we characterize Confucianism. Is it a philosophy or merely an ethics? “Confucianism” can mean various things. I take Confucianism not only as an ethics but also a philosophy that covers metaphysics, epistemology, social and political philosophy, aesthetics, and more. It is simply farfetched to make ren a concept that encompasses all these dimensions of Confucian philosophy, even when one shifts among its three different meanings, that is, using three concepts instead of one. In comparison, he either has been a central concept (as in metaphysics, social and political philosophy, ethics) or can be constructed as one (as in epistemology—a coherence theory rather than a corresponding theory of truth).2 As a key concept, ren was made prominent in the Analects. The Analects was not a key text until the Song dynasty (see Qin 2007). In earlier Confucian classics, ren is presented either in its narrow sense as humaneness and benevolence or as a general virtue. Claiming that ren is the central concept in Confucianism implies that Confucianism did not fully establish its only central concept in its first (approximately) 1400 years. In comparison, he is featured prominently in such Confucian classics as the Zuozhuan and the Book of Rites, and the central theme of the Yijing (“the first of all Confucian classics” 諸經之首) can be understood as about harmony, as has been argued by such scholars as Yu Dunkang (see Yu 2006: 5).
Yat-hung quotes Yao Xinzhong in support of his argument:

[Li’s strategy] includes using the prominent position of harmony in the Five Classics in contrast to its less prominent position in the Analects, the Mengzi, and the Xunzi, while minimizing the determining influence of ren, li [禮], and yi, which are all historically known and textually proven to be central, respectively, to Confucius, Xunzi, and Mengzi. It is true that the Five Classics were more significant to the Confucian tradition than were the Analects and the Mengzi before the Tang era. However, if by this Li means that harmony is central to “Confucian philosophy” as a whole, he then would risk reconceptualizing the overall Confucian tradition. This reconceptualization could be seriously misleading and is hardly justified, as few readers could imagine a Confucian philosophy without Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi, earlier or later in history. (Yao 2017: 234–35)



This line of reasoning by Yao implies taking the Analects as the only source of Confucius’s philosophy. In fact, however, we cannot separate the Five Classics from Confucius. According to the “Kongzi shijia” chapter of the Grand History (Shiji 史記), Confucius edited the Book of Poetry, selecting only 305 out of 3000 poems, to make the text reflective of appropriate ritual propriety and morals. It further tells us that he wrote the “Ten Wings” for the Yijing, and that he wrote the Chunqiu.3 Admittedly, the historical relation of Confucius with the Five Classics is by no means certain. The renowned Chinese historian Jin Jingfang 金景芳 has argued that Confucius’ legacy is mainly with the Six Classics (the Five Classics plus the lost Book of Music) and he has warned that confining Confucius to the Analects alone risks making Confucius “an empty master”—making “Master Kong” 孔夫子 into a “Master Empty” 空夫子 (Jin 1986: 15). Even if we leave this issue in suspension, we cannot deny the connections between the Five Classics and Confucius. For instance, the Book of Rites makes frequent references to Confucius, quoting him no fewer than 173 times, indicating his heavy influence on the text. It is simply untrue that we can find Confucius only in the Analects. Furthermore, focusing on the Five Classics by no means excludes the Analects, the Mencius, and the Xunzi. It is just that we need to hold a balanced view of Confucian classics. In my view, Confucian philosophy includes Confucius’ philosophy, as evidenced in his connections to the Five Classics. Nevertheless, Confucian philosophy as the rujia tradition is more than Confucius’ philosophy. When we study Confucianism, we take Confucius into consideration but must not be confined by any single person. This applies to our study of the Confucian philosophy of harmony.
Moreover, making he a central Confucian concept is not a new idea. For instance, the Wuxing article of the Guodian Chu Bamboo Texts, which is commonly accepted as a Confucian text, explicitly makes harmony the governing notion of all virtues. It states, “When the five virtues are harmonized, it is called Virtue; when the four virtues are harmonized, it is called Goodness. Goodness is the way of humanity. Virtue is the way of Heaven” (Liu 2003: 69). The “four virtues” are benevolence (ren), rightness (yi), ritual propriety (li), and wisdom (zhi). The “five virtues” refer to these four plus sageness (sheng). The text emphasizes that the ability to harmonize all five virtues is the highest virtue, higher than each virtue individually. The issue here is not simply about practicing virtues; it is creating harmony among these virtues that puts the practitioner on the way of Heaven. It should be noted that the idea of harmonizing various virtues also begins to emerge in the Analects. In 15.33, Confucius says,

When your wisdom reaches it, but your human-heartedness [ren] is inadequate to keep it, even though you may have gained it, you will surely lose it. When your wisdom reaches it, your human-heartedness is adequate to keep it, without presiding over it with dignity, the common people will not show respect. When your wisdom reaches it, your human-heartedness is adequate to keep it, and you preside over it with dignity, if you do not act in accordance with ritual propriety, that is still not good. (Ni 2017: 370)



Like in the Wuxing text, ren here is juxtaposed along with other particular virtues. Confucius suggests that ren needs to be practiced with other virtues to be effective. Even though the idea is expressed in a less explicit fashion, it surely points in the same direction. We can infer that working with other virtues requires coordination, which further suggests harmonizing with other virtues in the sense I have construed the concept of harmony.
4.2 Interpretations of the Wuxing
Yat-hung challenges my interpretation of the Wuxing text. He argues that harmony is only one of the three themes in the text. The other two are on the relation between de (attained virtues) and xing (virtuous conducts), and sheng (sageness) as “the most important idea” (Leung 42). People surely can identify various themes in a text. But it does not change the fact that it is he that regulates the five virtuous conducts including that of sageness, not the other way around. The text advocates the harmony between ren and yi (rightness, appropriateness; 仁義之和), using he to adjust or coordinate ren. In doing so, the text makes he the virtue of all other virtues (see Li 2011). In real life, the requirement of ren and that of yi can have tension and even conflict. For example, when a judge decides on whether she exercises lenience in sentencing a convict, that she weighs the tension between ren and yi can be one of the possible readings of the situation. Whereas yi may demand a harsh sentence to do justice to the victim, ren may prescribe more lenience. There is an example in Analects 13.18:

The Duke of She said to Confucius, “Among my community there is someone called ‘upright body.’ When his father stole a sheep, he bore witness against him.” Confucius said, “Those who are upright among my community are different from this. Fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers. Uprightness is to be found in this.” (Ni 2017: 310)



One can also read this case as one that reflects a tension between ren and yi. “Zhi” or uprightness as understood by the duke is a form of yi whereas preserving one’s relationship with one’s father is a practice of filial duty, which in turn is the root of (becoming) ren (Analects 1.2). Confucius’ interlocutor evidently takes pride in the villager who bore witness against his father. Confucius suggests that there can be ways to work things out by handling the tension between ren and yi methodically. On Yong Huang’s reading of this passage, for instance, Confucius does not say that the son should cover for his father’s wrongdoing. Instead, the son should find a way to help his father do the right thing while preserving his relationship with his father (Huang 2017). In my view, Huang’s account presents a good case for a harmony approach in dealing with the tension between the requirement of ren and that of yi. A good solution is not simply using one to trump the other, but to figure out a way for both to come together through a balanced maneuver and become realized in practice so neither is sacrificed. Without a harmonizing approach, neither ren nor yi can be practiced appropriately.4
Yat-hung approvingly cites others that sageness is “the most important idea” in this Confucian text, which directly contradicts his view that “benevolence” is the most important concept in Confucianism. One would hope that he at least makes an attempt to reconciliate such a view with his own position. Unfortunately, he does not. I suggest that holding that ren is one of the most important concepts would avoid such an awkward situation. Holding such a more inclusive stance, one can accommodate the fact that different classic texts in the Confucian tradition present varied concepts as the most important. For example, the Analects presents ren as the most central (though some may argue that li is given equal importance). The Mencius primarily emphasizes ren whereas the Xunzi focuses on li. The Yijing places he as the central ideal, etc. From the perspective of harmony as I have advocated, such diversity does not pose a problem at all. Confucianism as a vast tradition indeed includes all these classic texts and these diverse views. They all can be brought together under the ideal of harmony when we take, as the Wuxing says, that the harmony of these virtues constitutes real virtues.
4.3 Whether Placing ren as More Important Than he Has More Advantage
Yat-hung claims that “benevolence” is the most important concept and that “benevolence” has theoretical and practical advantages over harmony. If we ask, “why?” I gather on the basis of his discussion of Song-Ming neo-Confucian thought and of Fan Ruiping’s argument (Fan 2017), Yat-hung’s answer would be that this is because “benevolence” is rooted in “tian-li” (Heavenly principle). Such an answer sounds analogous to the claim that one should act morally because it is God’s wish or divine commandment. The logic of such an approach to meta-ethics has already been challenged in Plato’s Euthyphro, where Socrates asks whether a morally right thing (“piety”) is good because the gods like it or the gods like it because it is good. A similar challenge can be launched about whether “benevolence” is good because it is “tian-li” or it is “tian-li” because it is good. If the answer is the former, then one wonders why being “tian-li” makes it good; if being “tian-li” is good by definition, then we beg the question. If the answer is the latter, then one has to answer the question of why “benevolence” is good. Either way, the issue cannot be settled simply by reference to “tian-li.” If such a challenge is off limits, then the matter is not a philosophical question to be discussed and should be placed in theology or mysticism or the like. As I have argued previously (Li 2007a, b), in the twenty-first century, concepts like “tian” or “tian-li” have lost their philosophical significance and theoretical relevance. When Nietzsche proclaimed that “God is dead,” he should be read as announcing a philosophical death. Not that people will no longer believe in a god, but that such appeal has eternally lost its efficacy or meaningfulness in philosophical justification. If we read Confucian he the way I have interpreted, which is by no means merely “formal” but with substantial content, then he provides grounding reasons for why ren is good. Confucians promote he and advocate ren because ren contributes to the harmonization of the world, not because it is tian-li.
I cannot disagree more when Yat-hung claims that promoting “benevolence” has more practical advantage than promoting harmony. In my view, harmony in the sense I have explicated should be given a high priority for promotion in today’s world. In many ways, John Rawls’s second principle of economic equality, Michael Sandel’s “communitarianism,” and Jürgen Habermas’s communicative action all contribute to harmony in today’s world. Yet they all lack harmony as a leading concept, to which Confucianism has much to contribute. Such a convergence indicates both the theoretical and practical advantage of Confucian harmony in today’s world.5
4.4 The Standing of Song-Ming Neo-Confucianism in the Tradition of Confucianism
Ultimately, I believe that the difference between Yat-hung and me is rooted in our varied attitudes towards Song-Ming Confucianism. This is a larger issue than can be settled here. But it is important to lay it in the open. Yat-hung takes Song-Ming neo-Confucianism as a higher developmental stage in the Confucian tradition than classical Confucianism and takes it to be authoritative. I do not accept that everything in Song-Ming neo-Confucianism is positive progress for Confucianism. In my view, while Song-Ming neo-Confucians made contributions to the development of Confucianism (such as Zhu Xi’s idea that “principle is one and its manifestations are many”), they also created philosophical problems. Under Song-Ming neo-Confucianism, Confucianism also became less free and more oppressive (especially toward women), which can be traceable theoretically to its emphasis on tian-li over harmony. I think it is philosophically and professionally irresponsible to take views from other thinkers, including those of the Song-Ming Confucianism, for granted without critical reflection and examination. For instance, Yat-hung quotes Cheng Hao’s saying in making his case: “When things are recognized as one’s own, there is nothing one will not do for them. If things are not parts of the self, naturally they are of no concern to it” (Leung 50). Neither statement is true. Some people go out of their way to help strangers regularly, whereas others won’t even help their parents when the latter are in dire need. One may counter that “the self” is an enlarged self, including strangers and even the myriad things, and that when people do not help their parents, they fail to recognize their parents as part of themselves. But, if this is the way to understand the issue, what is the referent of “the self” here? Do you use “the self” to refer the individual person or the entire universe? If it is the individual person, then the myriad things cannot be part of him or her. If it refers to the entire universe, then there is simply no such a thing as choosing an action and the whole matter is outside of ethical consideration. Either way, Cheng’s statement is false and cannot be taken as the basis for meaningful philosophical argument.
4.5 Are There Eternal Pre-Set Moral Principles?
Yat-hung does not accept my approach to interpreting zhong (centrality) and harmony via the framework of a “hermeneutical circle” as he thinks it is circular. I maintain, however, being circular does not necessarily mean being unintelligible. For instance, we cannot define husband without making a reference to wife, nor can we define wife without making a reference to husband. This is because husband and wife make sense only in their relationship. As Heidegger has argued on the matter:

The “circle” in understanding belongs to the structure of meaning, and the latter phenomenon is rooted in the existential constitution of Dasein—that is, in the understanding which interprets. An entity for which, as Being-in-the-world, its Being is itself an issue, has, ontologically, a circular structure. (Heidegger 1927/1962: 195)



One does not have to completely embrace Heidegger’s philosophy to understand the necessity and legitimacy of the circle. The circle is not only an issue for understanding, but also is rooted in existence. The very idea of a “hermeneutical circle” is intended precisely to help us make sense of such existence. The “hermeneutical circle” is the only way for us to solve certain problems without having to rely on a pre-determined transcendent foundation such as tian-li, an approach that was problematized long ago by Plato as I discussed earlier. So, the unavoidable question for us is, does it really make better sense to appeal to such a foundation in understanding the nature of moral principles?
I do not accept any eternally pre-set moral principles. By eternally pre-set moral principles, I mean moral rules or principles that are grounded on something like Plato’s Forms or Song-Ming thinkers’ tian-li, which transcends time and history. For some Song-Ming neo-Confucians, since tian-li is eternal and unchanging, so are moral principles. I take the spirit of the Yijing seriously and take a fundamentally evolutionary view of humanity. I do not believe there was any tian-li or any such moral principle before the emergence of humanity through evolution. Philosophically, we need to make sense of our morals by situating pertinent issues in the context of the kind of being that humanity has evolved to be. From the perspective of a philosophy of Confucian harmony, our moral principles depend on such a context. Had humanity evolved differently in relevant ways, moral principles would have been different. As humanity and human society continue to evolve, moral principles will have to be adjusted accordingly. With that said, I do accept that, given the way humans are now, moral principles have relative stability and should be upheld with good reason.
The notion of tian-li is at best a double-edged sword that can be used in different ways. The notion of li 理, which Stephen Angle (2009) and Brook Ziporyn (2008) have interpreted in terms of “coherence,” reflects a good dose of he in classic Confucianism even though it lacks the dynamic aspect of he.6 The notion of tian became a foundational concept and was endowed with strong supernatural significance in some pre-Qin philosophers. On the former, although li as “coherence” provides a grounding concept for all other concepts, it is nevertheless a quite static concept in the hands of Song-Ming Confucians, having lost its dynamic nature as found in classic texts. In my view, the concept of li should be grounded on Zhang Zai’s “Qihua liuxing” 氣化流行 (The flow of the transformative qi) to constitute a coherent philosophy of he. Unfortunately, the Cheng Brothers chose to reject Zhang Zai and established their conception of li on the ground of tian. In their hands, tian-li became a transcendent principle, something that is off limits to other people. Only they as the learned masters have access to it. Yat-hung insists that heaven here is not “a supernatural, speculative being” (Leung 47). But what exactly is it? I do not accept the legitimacy of such a notion. It is useless to meaningful philosophical discourse.
In my view, Confucian ethical standards are not grounded in an eternal tian-li. Let me take an example that Yat-hung uses in his article regarding preserving the human body. When transplanting human organs to save lives was not yet an option, preserving one’s entire body in death as a way to show filial duty to parents made sense. Now that with advanced medical technologies transplanting human organs has become an important way to save lives, a moral precept to preserve one’s entire body in death may no longer be appropriate (Li 2017: 264–65). Yat-hung responds,

Instead of viewing the change of judgment entirely in a contextualist way, we can understand the above case as a changing circumstance that leads to different evaluations of how benevolence is best manifested. That is, when the transplanting technology was not yet an option, preserving one’s body was a manifestation of benevolence to the dead person, and, more importantly, of benevolence in the form of filial piety through taking good care of the body that was given by one’s parents. Having the technology now, however, we must take into consideration the seemingly greater benevolence that organ transplant manifests by saving the lives of needy patients. (Leung 48–49)



First, I do not see any substantive difference between my account and his account except that whereas I use “filial duty” he uses “benevolence” as the pertinent concept, and that whereas I call it a “contextual” account he chooses to use the expression of “changing circumstance,” as if “changing circumstance” is not a contextual change. More importantly, I do not believe that in accounting for such cases we need to rely on tian-li. Yat-hung claims that “this heavenly principle is pre-fixed in a sense that it has the core value of benevolence as its essence” (Leung 47). Of the entire Confucian Thirteen Classics, I can find the term “tian-li” 天理 only twice in a single paragraph in the Yueji chapter of the Book of Rites. It is by no means a key concept. But it was made a central concept in Cheng-Zhu neo-Confucianism. I do not see any explaining force in such a notion and find it philosophically useless and politically dangerous as it tends to give special power to a handful of people who carry the exclusive authority to tell others what it is. In this regard, I keep a distance from people who take their mission in theology rather than philosophy. Pace Cheng Hao and his school, philosophy has to be explored, inspected, and defended, on the ground of public reason.
Yat-hung cites Fan Ruiping’s question whether incest should ever be allowed. Very few people are willing to argue that incest should be allowed. I do not think it should be allowed either. But I do not think the reason has to do with any eternal tian-li. I guess the reason may be sociological (perhaps the integrity of the family as we have perceived it), or biological (for example, reproductive needs), or psychological (under normal circumstances, family members feel sexually repulsive to each other). Here I wish to point to the conditionality of moral principles by reminding us that during Mencius’ time, it was a taboo for a man to have any physical contact with his sister-in-law (Mencius 4A17). Now it is no longer so. Until recently in China only male siblings’ children were not allowed to marry each other, whereas the children of a brother and a sister, or of two sisters, could marry each other with social acceptance. Now people know more about human genetics, such marriage is now prohibited. Pertinent moral rules have changed. When I was a child, my grandma told me a story that has stuck in my memory ever since. The story says that a long time ago, a big flood wiped out all people on earth except a young man and his young sister, who managed to survive by climbing to a mountaintop. Then God said, now they were the only humans on earth and the only hope for the human race to continue. The siblings insisted that because they were brother and sister, they could never marry and have offspring. They remained unpersuaded even by God. Finally, God proposed a solution. There was a stone mill nearby. God let the brother roll the upper part and the sister roll the lower part from the mountaintop and let both pieces go downhill. If these two parts reached the mountain foot in separation, the siblings would not need to marry. If these two parts ended together when they reached the mountain foot, the two siblings would have to marry. The siblings agreed as they were convinced there was no way for the two pieces to end up together after rolling all way downhill to the mountain foot. Now you have guessed the outcome because we are all their children. To this day, I still feel it is a beautiful story. I do not mean to use this story to convince people that incest should be allowed, but the story surely leaves much room for us to think about the nature of our moral rules. As I said before, from the perspective of a philosophy of Confucian harmony, we should make sense of moral principles in their contexts, including not only social but also more broadly metaphysical contexts. Had humanity evolved differently in relevant ways, moral principles would have been different. There is simply no pre-set tian-li.
5 Conclusion
Let me conclude by thanking Yat-hung for raising important questions regarding some of the claims I make in The Confucian Philosophy of Harmony and for giving me this opportunity to elaborate and clarify them. His challenge on whether I have overemphasized harmony in Confucianism is a meaningful one and deserves to be taken seriously. His well-structured, systematic writing of the critique makes it easy to navigate from the beginning to the end. And his fruitful research in showing that Dong Zhongshu also attributes great importance to ren is informative and helpful. In my response, I have argued that the concept of harmony that Yat-hung attacks is not the concept that I have developed in my book. I also argue that Yat-hung is using “benevolence” (ren) in ways that cover three distinct concepts. By doing so, his argument shifts grounds without a consistent focus. When he argues that harmony cannot provide adequate solutions to contemporary problems whereas “benevolence” can, he uses “harmony” in a superficial way and renders it ineffective in dealing with real world problems, rather than the way I construed in the book. Finally, I agree with Yat-hung that the issue we face here is not merely about interpreting the history of Confucianism, but also about the future direction of Confucianism. An enormous tradition like Confucianism is subject to a variety of interpretations and reconstructions. How one interprets a tradition reflects not only one’s view of the appropriate understanding of a tradition but also one’s view on how the tradition should be reconstructed.7 In that regard, debates like this one are important even though we may continue to disagree.8
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Footnotes
1It may be argued that the meaning of “love” can be too intense for translating “ai” here. Elsewhere I have argued that “care” is more appropriate to translate “ai” in these contexts. I use “love” here for simplicity.

 

2For a good attempt at explicating an epistemology of Confucian harmony, see chapters 2 and 5 in Mou (2018).

 

3Sections 60, 61 and 73 of the chapter of the Grand History (https://​ctext.​org/​shiji/​kong-zi-shi-jia/​zh). Mencius 3B14 also states that Confucius wrote the Chunqiu.

 

4For a discussion of harmonizing various virtues in Confucianism, see Angle (2008).

 

5For more discussion of this matter, see Li (2019).

 

6For a recent comparative study of he and li, see Simionato 2020.

 

7For more discussion of this matter, readers can see Li (2016).
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1 Introduction
Concepts such as “liberty,” “autonomy,” and “freedom” play a vital role in certain Western political philosophies. For liberals, every individual is basically a free agent, in the sense that they are free to act and order their life plan. John Locke, in his Second Treatise of Government, states that human are in “a State of perfect Freedom to order their Actions…as they think fit…without asking leave, or depending on the Will of any other Man” (Locke 1960: 287, emphasis in original). John Stuart Mill agrees that individual liberty is an “a priori assumption” (Mill 1963: 21.262). The burden of proof lies with the one who denies liberty. Liberty thus is a primary political value that should be protected.
Interestingly, there are no terms corresponding to these important Western concepts—including “freedom,” “autonomy,” “liberty,” and so on—in classical Chinese.1 The terms ziyou自由 and zizhu自主, which connote freedom and autonomy, were introduced into Chinese in modern times. Not only does ancient Chinese lack the concept of autonomy, according to some Chinese philosophy scholars, but their social system is also incompatible with individual autonomy. Roger Ames contends that li禮 (“rites/ritual practices”), the meanings of which range from manners and ceremonies to social order, shapes and socializes every individual in Confucian society. He explains,

There are variable degrees of personalization in ritual practices, and the roles they establish are hierarchical. These roles form a kind of social syntax that generates meaning through coordinating patterns of deference. The process of extending and deepening these roles brings with it a greater felt significance. It follows, then, that individual autonomy is anathema to a ritually constituted society, suggesting idiocy or immorality. To be socially unresponsive is to be irresponsible. (Rouner 1988: 200)



Each individual in a society is assigned different roles which endorse ritual practices. He is someone’s father and she is someone’s daughter. Individual autonomy allows one to detach from the net of relationships and leave the social responsibilities that come with one’s roles. This is simply unacceptable in a Confucian society.
Ruiping Fan holds a similar view but develops it further. In his Reconstructionist Confucianism: Rethinking Morality after the West, he argues that Confucian society is an “anti-egalitarian civil society” (Fan 2010: 29–32). Self in such a society, instead of being individualistic, should be relational. Individuals not only have no equal individual autonomy, but they also need to share life and decision-making with their family members. Fan puts it,

Confucian individuals do not enjoy this right of self-determination. Confucian familism holds that every family member shares his/her identity and life with other family members, and the family makes a unity as do individuals in Western liberal society. As they share life with their families, individuals must share their decision-making with their family members. In the Confucian ethos, no one is in a position to declare to his family: “this is my own business; please leave me alone.” (Fan 2010: 29)



Everyone’s life is deeply interdependent with each other within the family. As such, Confucianism can be understood as holding a view of “selfless” individuality. The Confucian notion of the individual thereby stands in sharp contrast with the liberal’s conception of the individual. They may agree that the individual is free to act, but for Confucians freedom of action must be limited by the family. People should act for the family. Instead of self-determination, Confucianism endorses what Fan calls “family determination” (Fan 2010: 13).
For growing numbers of people in East Asia’s liberal democratic or partially liberalized societies, liberty is normatively basic for every individual. So then how can we justify to them Confucianism’s seeming deprivation of individual liberty through insistence on family determination? If, according to increasingly prevalent liberal norms, we are the ones who alone can initiate our actions, do we really have a sufficient justified reason to share our life and decision-making with someone other than ourselves? Moreover, even if the pre-modern Confucian literature does not support these basic normative premises about personal liberty, it still may not provide support for the notion of shared family determination.2
Whether Confucianism holds a view of family determination is an important issue. It not only regards what Confucian thought is, but is also relevant to what insightful ideas Confucianism can offer us to deal with practical issues such as biomedical questions: does Confucianism agree that biomedical decisions should be undertaken collectively, shared by the family? In this paper, my discussion focuses mainly on Fan’s Reconstructionist Confucianism: Rethinking Morality after the West. I want to critically examine the textual evidence and also the justifications on which Fan establishes his Confucian notion of family determination.
In Lauren F. Pfister’s review of Fan’s work (2014), Pfister asks a question: how representative is Fan’s Reconstructionist Confucianism? As we all know, Confucianism is a long tradition which starts from pre-Qin times and continues into modern China. Fan’s book mainly focuses on pre-Qin Confucianism. This is only a Confucianism instead of the Confucianism. Pfister doubts the reasons for which Fan chooses pre-Qin Confucian teaching and doctrine as the basis for his Reconstructionist Confucianism, instead of choosing, say, contemporary Confucianism. I want to further develop Pfister’s view and suggest that we should not only consider how representative Fan’s Reconstructionist Confucianism is; we should also consider whether his Confucianism represents a version of Confucianism found in Chinese history at all. This requires careful examination of the textual evidence on which Fan bases his Reconstructionist Confucianism, and especially his idea of family determination.
Additionally, Fan’s justification of family determination is also worth our attention. Stephen Angle’s review on Fan’s work points out,

At the center of Fan’s understanding of Confucianism is the family. Family interests are more important than individual interests; shared family decision-making is the model for exercising judgment; and roles within the family are the models for all human relationships… Many of these same themes have been developed by other scholars in recent years. What is striking and controversial are the subtle normative conclusions that Fan seems to draw from them. (Angle 2010: 355)



One of the “subtle normative conclusions” Angle has in mind is that Fan wrongly concludes that the Confucian type of family must be heterosexual. He thinks that Fan mistakenly combines the actual form of family in traditional Chinese society with the Confucian notion of family. However, the problem with Fan’s understanding of the Confucian notion of family does not mainly lie in the conclusion he draws from it; instead, I want to suggest that his understanding of the Confucian notion of family is itself problematic. I want to reveal that his view of family determination is counterintuitive and its justification is unconvincing.
In the following sections, I first briefly explain Fan’s idea of family determination in his Reconstructionist Confucianism. Then, I move on to examine whether we can find sufficient textual evidence from the Confucian canon to support his claims. Finally, I critically examine the justification for his claims. I do not intend to propose what Confucianism is; instead, I only want to reveal what Confucianism is not and what undesirable consequences Confucians need to face if they hold the idea of family determination. In order to do so, I compare Confucianism with liberalism.
2 Reconstructionist Confucianism on Family Determination
Consistent with the book title Reconstructionist Confucianism, Fan writes this book aiming to reconstruct the Confucian teachings “that have been put in disarray by a number of dramatic events in the 20th century, ranging from the collapse of the last Chinese dynasty (1911) through the May Fourth movement (1919) to the Cultural Revolution (1966)” (Fan 2010: xi). Fan distinguishes these teachings from Neo-Confucianism, which he believes recasts Confucianism in light of too much Western insight and consequentially overlook Confucianism’s real wisdom. Through his reconstruction of Confucianism, Fan wants to draw insights from traditional Confucian teachings to address various moral and political issues that challenge China as well as the West today.
In order to do so, Fan distinguishes Confucianism sharply from Western ideologies such as liberalism to show that the former is preferable to the later in dealing with various moral and social questions. He contends that there are fundamental differences in the metaphysical views of the individual as well as in ethical views between Confucianism and liberalism, which make them two distinct traditions. Fan raises a thorough discussion of the differences between Confucianism and liberalism in the appendix of his book in a dialogue form. He writes,

Distinct human traditions hold different philosophical anthropologies. These include different views regarding what proper roles individuals hold as well as what the basic entity is in human society, depending on their mutually incompatible understandings of the nature of human life. Since Confucians recognize the profound human need of the interdependence of the family rather than the independence of the self, they see the nature of human lives as family-role-based and thereby relationalistic rather than individualistic. While liberal individualists take the individual, and only the individual, as a basic entity of society, Confucians see the family also in that place. Such different metaphysical views lead to different, incommensurable moral standards regarding who is in authority on issues of value. For Confucians, although individual interests are taken into account, the family as a whole holds the natural obligation and authority to work out its members’ marriage arrangements and career choices. The ideal is to integrate individual interests and family values into a harmonious system. Accordingly, Confucians cannot accept the cardinal value of liberty or autonomy as self-determination. Therefore, there can be Confucian civil society and liberal civil society. Instead, their cardinal value is family-determination. This constitutes a fundamental disagreement between liberals and Confucians in ethics and politics. (Fan 2010: 257)



For Confucians, each of us is not an isolated free individual, as liberals assert. We are defined by membership in familial and social relationships. Fan agrees with Henry Rosemont that rather than saying that we merely play or perform roles embedded in different relationships, we should say we are these roles (Fan 2010: 29). We are someone’s son, father, friend, and so on. Only through living in a concrete web of relationships can we find the definitions and corresponding duties that form our selves. For this reason, our lives are deeply connected with other members of society, especially with our family members. Moreover, due to the family-based identity of the individual, Fan thinks that our lives are not our own but should be shared with our family, as should our decision-making. We are not separable atoms but rather together form a unity. No one will be left alone in the family. Fan states,

All Chinese know how much they have shared their lives with their families. They need only consider a few crucial decisions in their lives. What subject is one going to study at university? Which person is one going to marry? What medical decision is one going to accept or refuse at hospital? Chinese share all these decisions with their families – “share” in the sense of collective family decision-making. (Fan 2010: 30)



The above passage offers a descriptive account of Chinese society and further shows how an ideal Chinese society should be. Fan does not suggest that we need to share every decision with our family since, I suggest, it is practically impossible and unnecessary. We do not need to consult our parents before, say, deciding what to eat for dinner or whether we should take a bath tonight. Only crucial decisions such as those regarding marriage, study, and medicine are not up to each individual and must be raised as a family issue.
Sharing crucial decision-making does not lead to parental domination. Instead, it allows everyone in the family to have a say. An agreement should be made among all the members. Fan takes marriage as an example. Marriage is not only a big decision for the couple; it also matters for their families since marriage builds a bridge connecting the two families. Parents and the child in the family should both enjoy a “veto” right in making the decision. Fan suggests, “The parents should not force the child to marry someone the child does not like. Similarly, the child should not be free to marry another person when the parents do not accept” (Fan 2010: 261). Through discussion and compromise, the family should ultimately reach a conclusion that satisfies both the parents’ and the child’s wants.
If family members are in disagreement with each other, there will be a tentative “committee” to deal with the issue. Fan suggests the following:

In the case of problems or abuse, a series of formal and informal “appeal” institutions was available for everyone – women and children included – to turn to: from the great grandparent of the family to meetings at the family temple, from a prestigious Confucian scholar in the village to a whole village meeting, and all the way up to the formal court set up by the government. (Fan 2010: 267)



As we can see, collective decision-making is vital in Confucian family. Fan considers maintaining harmony in shared decision-making among family members to be of utmost importance in Confucian society. He takes it as a central value of Confucian society. He thus proposes that instead of adopting liberty, equality and meritocracy as the major social values, Confucians should endorse the following:	1.
*Harmony (he, 和): in ordering their lives and actions, individuals must share decision-making with their close relatives

 

	2.
*Love (ren, 仁): one must first love one’s relatives and gradually extend this love to others

 

	3.
*Respect (yi, 義): the virtuous must be respected (Fan 2010: 29)

 




This Confucian moral framework for guiding society is totally different from the Western one. Neither individual decision nor equal treatment are prioritized or protected in Confucian civil society. One must love his family more than he loves strangers. Nonetheless, this does not mean that we have entirely no concern for others in society. We should extend our love to them. By doing so, in fact, our family itself is extended by treating others as our relatives. This reveals what Fan calls “the principle of treating people as relatives” in Confucian society (Fan 2010: 29).
A relevant objection should be mentioned. Someone may argue that Confucian ethics does not apply to, as an extreme case, orphans. It is logically impossible for someone who has no family to make collective familial decisions and love his or her parents. This challenge has come to the attention of Confucians, and there is a relevant story which can shed light on this issue in Analects.3 Sima Niu 司馬牛 is anxious about the fact that almost everyone has brothers but he alone has none. Zixia 子夏 comforts him that there is nothing to worry about because he can treat all men within the four seas as brothers. In this broader sense, a family is not confined by biological linkage but rather defined by the extent of our love. Thus, orphans in a Confucian society can also have non-biological familial relations. In case that they seek advice and help from others, they can share their crucial decision with non-biological parent figures. Confucian ethics, in this sense, still applies to them.
3 Examining the Textual Evidence for Family Determination
Fan takes harmony (he 和) as the major value in Confucian society which demands individuals share decision-making with their family. This section places the textual support for Fan’s claim under close scrutiny. We check whether “harmony” in fact denotes what Fan suggests. Through this examination, we see that his claim is not clearly grounded in the Confucian classics.
He is usually translated as “harmony” or “harmonization,” depending on whether the emphasis is on the state of affairs or the ongoing process. It must be used to describe relationships. There is no harmony for a single person or single thing, but only among things or people. However, Chengyang Li thinks that the meaning of he is different from its English counterpart. Li contends, “The English word ‘harmony’ is usually understood as accord and agreement” (Li 2014: 7). If, for example, our will conforms to God’s will, then this is a harmony between human and God (if possible). The Chinese term he, in contrast, is “founded on diversity and formulated with creative tension” (Li 2014: 9). It refers to a state in which a peaceful coordination and co-existence between heterogenous parties is formed. He is always used to describe music and flavors of food. Different notes which are played or sung together to form a beautiful sound can be described as he. Various flavorings combined in a balanced way is also a state of he.
In the Zuo Commentary 左傳, a passage records Yan Ying 晏嬰, a minister of the state of Qi 齊, giving an insightful description of he:He is like making soup. One needs water, fire, vinegar, sauce, salt, and plum in order to cook fish and meat. One needs to cook them with firewood. The cook needs to mingle (he) ingredients together in order to balance the taste. He needs to compensate for deficiencies and to reduce excessiveness. In eating [such balanced food], the good person (junzi) achieves a balanced heart-mind…

Sounds are like flavors. Different elements complete each other: one breath, two styles, three types, four instruments, five sounds, six measures, seven notes, eight winds, and nine songs. Different sounds complement each other: the clear and the thick, the large and the small, the short and the long, the fast and the slow, the sorrowful and the joyful, the strong and the tender, the lingering and the rapid, the high and the low, the in and the out, and the close and diffuse. The good person listens to this kind of music in order to harmonize his heart-mind.


Through the process of harmonization, different components in a soup and a piece of music mutually complement each other and reduce deficiencies, and accordingly achieve a balanced and peaceful unity. The examples of soup and music perfectly illustrate the idea of he in Chinese thinking, with which Confucius’ idea aligns.
In the Analects, Confucius applies the concept of he to the gentleman, or moral exemplar. He explicitly states the ideal way of the gentleman to be relating to each other as follows: “The Master said, ‘The gentleman harmonizes (he), and does not merely agree (tong). The petty person agrees, but he does not harmonize.’” Harmony for the gentleman does not refer to a state in which all gentlemen hold the same opinion and agree with each other. Instead, they maintain a peaceful relationship despite holding disparate views. The harmony among gentlemen is grounded on diversities and differences. Only a petty person aims at sameness, which moreover is described as unharmonious.
From the above analysis of the concept he, we can see that Fan’s view of he does not stick to Confucians’ original idea, and even that it is also completely incompatible with Confucian thought. Sharing decision-making aims at reaching an agreed decision, but this is not the harmony (he) endorsed by Confucianism. Much to the contrary, it only promotes sameness (tong). Confucian harmony aims at attaining a balanced unity among differences. In this sense, Confucian harmony actually honors and is grounded on diversity and differences between individuals. Preserving the diversity of each individual is preferable to molding everyone into uniform agreement.
The Confucian does apply the concept of he to family and take it as a familial value. However, this does not suggest that every member in the family should share in decision-making in order to maintain harmony of the family. Confucius does not put emphasis on harmony in decision-making, but rather in relations between family members. What Confucianism regards as harmony in family relations is that family members with various roles properly fulfill their respective moral obligations guided by ritual practices (li 禮) towards each other in order to form an orderly and peaceful unity. The “Liyun” 禮運 chapter of the Book of Rites 禮記 describes proper family relations shaped by ritual practices in the following way:

The rules of propriety and of what is right [Liyi, 禮義] are regarded as the threads by which they seek to maintain in its correctness [正] the relation between ruler and minister; in its generous regard [篤] that between father and son; in its harmony [睦] that between elder brother and younger; and in a community of sentiment [和] that between husband and wife.



Here James Legge translates mu 睦 as “harmony” and he 和 as “community of sentiment.” The terms “correctness,” “generous regard,” “harmony” and “community of sentiment” are used in parallel in this passage. They describe how ritual practices can modify the relations between different members in a family. “Correctness” refers to the proper relation between ruler and minister; “generous regard” refers to the deepened and firm relation between father and son; “harmony” refers to peaceful relation between elder brother and younger; and “a community of sentiment” refers to a harmonious relation between husband and wife. All these proper relations between different family members are achieved through everyone fulfilling their moral obligation required by ritual practices:Therefore when it is said that (the ruler being) a sage can look on all under the sky as one family, and on all in the Middle states as one man …. He must … lay open to them what they consider right …

What are “the things which men consider right?” [人義] Kindness [慈] on the part of the father, and filial duty [孝] on that of the son; gentleness [良] on the part of the elder brother, and obedience [弟] on that of the younger; righteousness [義] on the part of the husband, and submission [聽] on that of the wife; kindness [惠] on the part of elders, and deference [順] on that of juniors; with benevolence [仁] on the part of the ruler, and loyalty [忠] on that of the minister—these ten are the things which men consider to be right …

Hence, when a sage (ruler) would regulate … [and] cultivate the ten virtues that are right … if he neglect the rules of propriety, how shall he succeed?


The ten things which men consider to be right are the proper virtues that individuals in different family positions should possess. Fathers should reveal their love and caring, namely ci 慈, towards their family. Sons should also demonstrate their filial piety for their elder parents, and so forth. If everyone in different familial roles within one family possesses virtue and fulfills moral obligations by ritual practices, the family can become a harmonious one in which conflicts can be reconciled and good relations can be maintained.
From the above textual evidence, it seems the Confucian value of harmony may not directly support family determination in personal decision-making. When Confucians give substantive examples of harmony, they describe something other than what Fan has in mind. Still, we may argue that although harmony itself does not refer to a Confucian virtue that requires us to share decision-making with our family, it does not follow that there are no other concepts or textual evidence that show Confucianism does have the idea of family determination.
In response, firstly, I think the burden of proof rests on the advocate who insists on Confucians’ idea of family determination. Secondly, to the contrary of what the advocate believes, in Xunzi we find proof to show that Confucianism disagrees with the idea of sharing decision-making with our family. The “Zidao” 子道 (The way of the son) chapter of the Xunzi suggests we should follow the right way instead of following our father. The principle is that we follow our father when his suggestion is correct. If doing so will lead to bad consequences such as doing harm to our parents, humiliating them, or making ourselves act like beasts, then rejecting following our father is the right thing to do and moreover shows our filial piety.4 Extending Xunzi’s suggestion, although he does say so explicitly, we can assert that Xunzi does not endorse sharing decision-making as a normal familial practice. We do not always need to reach an agreement with our parents. Rather, we should remain critical and rational in making decisions. What we should always agree with is what is correct, not what our parents want. If a son makes a right decision which is in accord with the way, other family members should have no veto power to prevent the son doing so. We can say that, for Xunzi, it is ridiculous that a parent’s decision would trump a correct decision when they come to conflict with each other.
Fan also notices this point. Elsewhere, he mentions,In Confucian culture, a proper medical decision is taken to follow the way of heaven (tiandao 天道) as manifested in the requirements of the virtues, such as ren (loving humans), yi (being loyal to relatives), xiao (being filial to parents), and he (seeking harmony) … When the best interests of the patient and the family come to conflict with each other, the Confucian approach to medical decision making does not provide a guiding formula that requires either family interest or individual interest to trump the other. Rather, the Confucian standard is always following virtue by performing the rituals (li 禮) that have been affirmed in the tradition, such as mutual concern, family meeting, and deliberation. (Fan 2015: 16)


The main focus of the above passage is a biomedical issue. Nonetheless, it shows a relevant point to our discussion: Fan also agrees that the way of heaven which is manifested as various virtues is the ultimate ground that guides our decision-making. This reveals that Fan should also agree that what ultimately counts in decision-making should be the way rather than our family. The way, which indicates the right thing to do, should always override the family’s decisions.
Despite the abovementioned evidence showing Confucianism does not advocate sharing decision-making with family, I do think there is one concrete example in Mencius which may support Fan’s claim. To properly marry someone, as Mencius’ student Wan Zhang 萬章 points out, one must “inform” (gao 告) his father and mother (Mencius 5A2). This thought comes from the poem “Qifeng Nanshan” 齊風 南山 in the Shi Jing 詩經 (Book of odes). Although the sage Shun married without telling his parents, he was an exceptional case. Mencius explains that what Shun did is allowed because if he had informed his parents, he would not have married his wife as his parents would not have let him do so; and this is much worse than marrying a wife without informing parents since his family would then have no descendant. In another passage, Mencius also states that the most unfilial thing is to have no posterity (Mencius 4A26). The good intention to have posterity justifies Shun marrying without telling his family. However, in more typical cases, we must inform our parents when we want to marry.
There are at least two interpretations of the word “inform” (gao 告) relevant here. In the “Jiaqu” 嫁娶 section of Bai Hu Tong Yi 白虎通義, informing one’s parents when marrying is taken to imply following the parents’ decision. This practice aims at preventing sons and daughters from making a wrong decision which humiliates their family and commits misconduct. In Mencius we also find a passage proposing that we should follow “the command of parents or the permission of go-betweens” (3B3). If this interpretation is correct, then informing one’s parents before marrying can no longer be an example to support Fan’s claim. Informing means following the parents’ decision, and this does not entail any discussion and sharing in decision-making. The son and daughter have no say in the decision-making process. The marriage is entirely controlled by the parents.
Zheng Xuan’s 鄭玄 explication of “inform” here, in contrast, does support Fan’s claim. He regards the word “inform” to refer to discussion with living parents or letting one’s deceased parents know. Under this interpretation, marriage of an individual is raised as a family decision that should be shared with the whole family. This interpretation conforms to Fan’s claim. However, even if this is a correct interpretation, what it supports is only that we should share with our parents the decision of who we will marry. From this single instance, we cannot deduce that we should share all crucial decisions—including which university I should study and whether I should undergo a major surgery—with our whole family. These, at least, are not explicitly mentioned by Confucians (perhaps due to their historical background that they have no concept of higher-level education and a systematic medical service). Sharing the decision about marriage with parents cannot sufficiently support the claim that we should take sharing crucial decisions with close relatives as a regular practice.
I think that the ultimate ground of Fan’s claim does not come from Confucian classics. Instead, it rests on historical-social fact. In Chinese history, there is a long tradition of crucial decision-making being taken as a family matter. When Fan tries to justify his claim, he states, “All Chinese know how much they have shared their lives with their families. They need only consider a few crucial decisions in their lives” (Fan 2010: 30). This statement can be regarded as an empirical one, as we see that in the footnote he cites social psychological studies to support his claim.5 When debating the pros and cons of family determination, much social research is also cited.
The focusing question, then, becomes an empirical one instead of textual one, namely whether or not Chinese society has historically had such practice. Moreover, the Confucianism Fan is taking about should be redefined as the practiced Confucianism of Chinese history, tradition, or culture, rather than the philosophical teachings of the classical cannon. Although it is never easy to clearly distinguish Confucian canon from Chinese tradition and culture, still, certain distinction can be drawn case by case. If no strong evidence is shown in the Confucian texts that Confucianism holds that we need to share decision-making with parents, we should not take traditional or cultural practices to be what the teachings of the Confucian classics endorse. Of course, this does not prevent us from drawing on the presence of such practices in Confucian culture (in the broad sense). But Fan should make his definition of Confucianism clear.
Redefining Confucianism in this way, moreover, contradicts with Fan’s original purpose in authoring this book. Fan, as a reconstructionist Confucian, aims at reconstructing the Confucianism that has been distorted in dramatic historical events. If Fan redefines Confucianism as a Confucianism rooted in Chinese history and culture, it implies that Fan does not really reconstruct Confucianism in the way he originally proposed. To the contrary, he is using resources from the distorted or, if we prefer, modified Confucianism of Chinese history and culture. Still, the traditional practices endorsed by Confucians (in a broad sense) in Chinese history and culture are worth discussing. In the next section, I move on to examine the justification proposed by Fan for this practice.
4 Fan’s Justification for Family Determination
Family determination is either an intuitive claim or a claim supported by argument(s). If family determination is an intuitive claim, I think many East Asian in liberal democratic or partially liberalized societies will not agree with it. I assume that this disagreement is grounded in the increasingly individualized culture.
In the contemporary cultural and social contexts, people usually think that my decision and my life are mine. We alone are the ones who can initiate our actions and decisions. This implies that no one other than us has authority over ourselves. We are entitled to the power to act and make decisions. Intuitively, we thus have the right of autonomy simply because we are masters of ourselves. To argue that we should give up our authority over ourselves and share it with others appears counterintuitive. The one who advocates this claim should provide justification.
To support his position by argument, one argument Fan can offer is that, from the very fact that we are a familial animal who has “the profound human need of the interdependence of the family” (Fan 2010: 257), we can derive the ethical claim that we should share decision-making with those who are close and important to us. As we saw above, Fan argues, “Such different metaphysical views [as Confucian and liberal views of the individual] lead to different, incommensurable moral standards regarding who is in authority on issues of value.”
By doing so, however, we are deriving “ought” from “is.” Suppose that we are familial animals as Fan suggests, and are in need of family support such as love, care, and advice in making decisions; it does not necessarily follow that we “ought” to be such familial animals, since doing so may be morally wrong or irrational for some reasons. Further justification is needed. In other words, the metaphysical view only describes the true nature (if correct) of humans—what we are—but this does not entail what we should do. Intuitively, we can maintain our own authority in making decisions and also keep up our relations with family by mutually caring and helping each other in decision-making and solving difficulties. There is no contradiction between doing both of them. As we can see, no necessary deductive connection could be found between being familial animals and sharing decision-making with family.
Other than the abovementioned argument, Fan does propose additional points which can be taken as justifications for family determination. I am not going to examine all of them one by one. Two arguments I think worth mentioning will be raised. After rebutting his arguments, in the final section I will point out one possible consequence of endorsing family determination.
Fan puts his Reconstructionist Confucianism and liberalism side by side for comparison. It is not only a topic throughout the chapters of his book, but also a topic in the appendix. A fictitious dialogue between two men, Mr. Lib and Mr. Con, who respectively represent liberalism and Confucianism, is held. In the dialogue, Mr. Con points out many problems that result from adopting liberalism’s doctrine. According to the conversation, Mr. Con thinks that these are not the problems for Confucianism. Moreover, the discussion of liberalism’s problems show the advantages of Confucianism, which justify family determination. As a result, we need to examine the justification offered by Confucianism along with these criticism of liberalism.
One of the problems pointed out by Mr. Con is that liberalism fails to protect teenagers by letting them to enjoy the individual liberty to commit self-damaging behaviors. In contrast, the family determination of decision-making proposed by Confucianism can provide proper guidance and protection for teenagers. Fan states:Humans are not born to be capable of rational choices – they have to be trained, disciplined, and cultivated in order to act well. That is why Confucians recognize the importance of the rituals (li, 禮), the communally accepted good practices, to be educated by families for their children to observe in order to achieve the good life…. In an ideal liberal society, parents are not supposed to cultivate their children with their own faiths or values. Rather, they should provide multiple options to their children and encourage them to make their own choices and shape their own ways of life – whatever they may be (Buchanan and Brock 1989: 227–228). Children then confidently announce to their parents: “It is my right to do x, even if x is wrong!” Consequently, individual self-determination is often achieved at the cost of reduced freedom for families to do what is best for their members. (Fan 2010: 257–58)


Fan further argues that allowing teenagers to freely make decisions leads to undesirable consequences including “broken families, homeless vagrancy, loneliness, drug addiction, sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, and hooliganism” (Fan 2010: 258). What teenagers needs is proper supervision and guidance. Family should get involved in the decision-making process of their younger family members, offering assistance and protection in order to deter them from self-damaging behaviors.
However, I think at least some liberals will not agree with the characterization of liberalism articulated by Fan. To the contrary of what Fan thinks, letting teenagers possess individual liberty of action and decision is something certain liberals also disagree with. In the introduction in his On Liberty, J. S. Mill, one of the most influential philosophers of liberalism, states that that essay aims to “assert one very simple principle,” namely the harm principle (Mill 2009: 18). Freedom of action may be interfered with by the government only to prevent harm to others in the society. “In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign” (Mill 2009: 19). We can persuade an individual to do what is good for him, but we can never coerce him to do so simply because it will make him happier or better. This principle, however, is not applied to those who are underage. Mill clearly points out that:It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is meant to apply only to human beings in the maturity of their faculties. We are not speaking of children, or of young persons below the age which the law may fix as that of manhood or womanhood. Those who are still in a state to require being taken care of by others, must be protected against their own actions as well as against external injury. (Mill 2009: 19)


Similarly, like Fan, Mill also thinks that children and teenagers are the one who needs to be taken care of and protected. It does not make any sense to give five-year-old children a free hand to decide, say, to which school they should go. Making a decision like this is surely beyond their capability. We, thus, have reason to guide them and protect them by making decision for them, although this does not mean that we do not need to consult and respect their own opinion and concerns in the decision-making process. We do not need to find this incompatible with the liberal principles because, as Mill proposes, “Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of things anterior to the time when mankind have become capable of being improved by free and equal discussion” (Mill 2009: 20). The prerequisite of liberty is the capacity to improve in making decision by learning from the guidance and direction of elder people. It is reasonable to protect those unable to make rational choice from attempting to make such choices before they can do so.
Liberalism, thus, is in no conflict with Confucianism on the point of offering guidance to people underage. Fan’s supposed accusation against liberalism actually aligns with liberal views. Where real disagreement arises between liberalism and Confucianism is on the issue of individual self-determination of adults. If underage people need to share their decision-making with their family because they are not capable of making rational choices without guidance, then why should adults who are capable of doing so share their decision-making with their parents? To be consistent, it should be only those who fail to make rational choices that need to be guided. I think this argument against liberalism cannot support his original claim of family determination without being self-defeating. Fan probably needs to introduce another point to justify his claim.
Another argument made by Fan is that emphasizing individual liberty leads to detachment from important connection with others, from mutual love and care, which are regarded by Confucianism as of utmost importance to human life. The liberal emphasis on individual liberty eventually brings us to a state of isolation. For Fan, Confucians think that we are “not merely connected, but as ‘already connected’ … – first and foremost in the familist way – so as to manifest a familist intrinsic value that goes beyond the merit of individuals.” He puts forth his criticism against liberalism in the following way:[W]hile the primacy of rights leads to emphasizing individual autonomy, free choice, and self-determination, a major difficulty of such an emphasis lies in its underlying notion that individuals can be abstracted from relationships, social contexts, and even from qualities of human agency that are vital to human life, namely the capacity and need for connectedness, relationships and mutual care. It tends to reinforce separation and isolation, marginalizing family involvement and shared family-determination. (Fan 2010: 13)


This argument is originally used against Western conceptions of rights. In the above passage, Fan connects rights with individual liberty, which is one of the major rights possessed by individuals. Fan claims that possessing individual liberty implies that we can detach from various important relationships. However, this is only a possibility, instead of a necessity. Having individual liberty does not entail that one must isolate himself from others. One can also choose to keep all these relations. It is hard to see how we can come to the conclusion that possessing the right of autonomy reinforces separation between individuals from various relationships.
I think one possible way to make this claim is as follows: in a liberal society, the individual is the basic entity of society and also what ultimately counts. Thinking in this way leads us to put more focus on oneself. In other words, the individual takes priority over relations such as family and society. One’s own interest and happiness become the primary concern. Putting emphasis on rights of the individual such as the right of individual liberty reinforces this idea. This is, I suggest, why Fan thinks that individual liberty eventually leads to isolation and separation. It is a result derived from a metaphysical view of the individual.
Isolation and separation become a problem for us only if it is agreed that relations like family and society are important to human life. It seems that Fan criticizes liberalism for causing such isolation and separation from a specifically Confucian perspective. Family relation is not only one of the important relations, but it is the very relation that defines human nature. For Confucianism, the human is always a familial animal which cannot be separated from the family where he gains love and care and where he can develop himself. Fan argues,The self derives only from the individual’s relationships with specific others, especially family members … . My thoughts, feelings, and actions are made meaningful only in reference to the thoughts, feelings, and actions of my other family members, and consequently they are crucially important in the very definition of myself. In making decisions what is most important is not one’s liberty of self-determination, but is the harmony of shared-determination among family members. (Fan 2010: 29–30)


Still, I do not see isolation as a necessary consequence resulting from individual liberty. Emphasizing individual liberty is compatible with building important relationships with others. Although our primary focus is on the individual— or more specifically, on the individual’s interests and concerns—one’s own project does not necessarily exclude others. We can take others’ interests and concerns as ours. Possessing individual liberty allows us to make choices (including launching various life projects) by ourselves, but it does not guide us or coerce us to choose only for our own selfish interests. Thus, one is granted liberty to be concerned about only himself or about himself and others. Liberalism does not promote that one’s interest should always be put in the first priority. What it promotes is one’s role in making decisions and one’s liberty. For this reason, we do not need to think that talking about individual liberty will always do harm to various important relationships.
Conversely, I think liberty allows us to protect ourselves from the harm caused by destructive relationships. Take parents as an example. We can choose friends or neighbors, but we cannot choose our parents. Being someone’s son or daughter is a given biological fact. However, not all family is a good one which can provide shelter and proper education. We cannot choose our parents but, in a liberal society, we are allowed to choose whether or not to develop a deferential relationship with them in case of, say, family abuse. This can only be done if our individual liberty is granted. Individual liberty acts as a “check and balance” which enables us to detach from these relationships. Thus, individual liberty is not only compatible with building important relationships, it is also complementary to relationships.
The moral system of reconstructionist Confucianism proposed by Fan not only lacks individual liberty, but it also does not accept individual liberty because to do so would supposedly marginalize family determination in individual decision-making. This, then, becomes a fundamental flaw of the system. I argue that individual liberty fits the Confucian moral system as it can remediate the potential loophole of Confucianism.
5 Conclusion
Last but not least, I want to reveal a possible problem of valuing family determination. In the modern legal system, the individual is the basic moral and legal agent who bears legal responsibility. However, in the Confucian society proposed by Fan, family takes moral and legal priority over the individual and becomes the basic entity within the society. This leads to a reconceptualization of the Confucian legal system: if we share identity and responsibility with our family members, do we also share punishment for the misconduct done by our family members? If the answer is affirmative, then it appears counter-intuitive to us: how can the legal responsibility of single person be shared? Also, on what ground can I share the legal responsibility of wrongdoing not done by me?
Fan does agree that family members should share punishment with close relatives who break the law. A fictional story in Mencius is mentioned by Fan,6 in which Mencius’ student Tao Ying 桃應 asks Mencius, “If King Shun’s father, Gusou, killed a man, what Shun should do?” Mencius, surprisingly, answers that Shun should secretly carry his father on his back and flee to a remote place and live there happily with his father. Shun is an ancient king who is supposed to rule the country and ensure that the law can justly apply to everyone. However, according to Fan, in a Confucian society, the familial role overrides the social role. Shun is firstly a son of his father and secondly a king of the country. For Confucians, as a son Shun should share his father’s responsibility of killing a man. He needs to resign and then leave the country with his father. Fan argues,

Accordingly, when Mencius argues that Shun should abandon the Empire and carry his father in fleeing, he ought to be understood as proposing a new legal rule: if an emperor’s parent commits a felony, the emperor must be banished and exiled from the capital together with his parent – while the parent would be spared from the usual punishment? In this way, the emperor is kept partially responsible for the crime his parent commits, and his parent is spared from the usual punishment. (Fan 2010: 38)



Fan not only thinks that people should take moral responsibility for their parents and share punishment, he also thinks that the legal system of Confucian society should be consistent with the moral system. The law should allow people to bear legal responsibility for their parents. When the father commits the crime, the son should also be punished.
Still, someone may argue: the son in this case did not commit any crime, so he had no legal responsibility for what his dad had done. The wrongdoing comes from the wrongdoer. Why should an innocent relative be implicated? Even if the son took part in the decision-making process of the crime and he is accused, he is only legally responsible for his abetment but not for the crime committed by his parents. Why should he bear the legal responsibility for something that was not (directly) done by him?
We have such questions because, the Confucian may suggest, we see things from a liberal perspective. We take the individual as the most basic entity bearing legal responsibility. However, Confucians may argue that we do have reason to bear the responsibility of our parents. Although you did not take any part in your parent’s misbehavior, your life is not separate from your parents’ lives. You are responsible for what they have done not because you did anything wrong or illegal, but simply because they are your parents who are someone you need to care about. Imagine that your father stole a book in a bookstore for whatever reasons. Usually, you will feel sorry for your dad’s behavior. You also share the guilt about the shoplifting committed by your dad, though you did nothing wrong. You probably will try to compensate the bookstore for their loss and try your best to have the bookstore refrain from calling the police. One proper explanation for this phenomenon is that you share identity with your father. If he did something wrong, it is as if you took part. Most of us probably will share a similar feeling and have similar reactions in such situations. As we can see, sharing others’ responsibility for their misconduct is not something unfamiliar to us in our daily lives. It is instead consistent with our moral intuition.
The term “responsibility” that has been used is ambiguous and thus worth further clarification. Responsibility can be regarded as the responsibility for one’s own action and also the responsibility for others, such as your parent, and they are two kinds of responsibility. We are morally and legally responsible for our voluntary action, and no one other than us needs to be so since the action is entirely initiated by us. The responsibility for others refers to our moral and legal obligations towards others. For example, Confucianism holds that we should be ren, which means we should love our close relatives. In the above example, the responsibility of the son is the responsibility for others, namely for his father. If our parents commit a crime, we do feel sorry for what he has done and are worried about him. This is due to our responsibility to him. However, it does not follow that I should bear legal responsibility for his action. It is unjust to charge someone for something he has not done. If your parents commit a crime, it is as if you did something wrong; however, you in fact did nothing wrong. This makes a crucial difference. The “as if” only signifies your moral feeling towards your father and perhaps also towards the victim, but it does not constitute responsibility for an action you have not done. If you, say, try to make up for the victim’s loss in expiation for your parent, you are just taking up your responsibility for your parent, instead of responsibility for the action done by your parent.
To sum up, I do not try to argue that the discussion of sharing punishment for a close relative’s wrongdoing comes to a satisfactory end. However, by distinguishing responsibility for others from responsibility for others’ action, I think we can see their difference and are prima facie right to hold that we only bear responsibility for the former and not the latter. This issue is worth further discussion, and is underdeveloped in Fan’s work.
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Footnotes
1This view is shared by Henry Rosemont, Jr., who writes, “But now consider specifically the classical Chinese language in which the early Confucians wrote their philosophical views. That language not only contains no lexical item for moral; it also has no terms, for example, corresponding to freedom, liberty, autonomy, individual, utility, principles, rationality, rational agent, action, objective, subjective, choice, dilemma, duty, or rights” (Rouner 1988: 173).

 

2Many thanks to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this way of putting things.

 

3See Analects 12.5. Herein, references to the Analects come from Edward Slingerland (2003), references to Mencius are mainly based on Irene Bloom (2009), and references to Xunzi are from John Knoblock (1988–94). References to the thirteen classics come from James Legge (1861) and (1885).

 

4See Xunzi 29:2.

 

5Fan in his footnote states, “Social psychologists have done a great deal of work in showing the differences between the individualist view of the independent self held by European-Americans and the collectivist view of the interdependent self held by East-Asians (e.g., some recent summaries made in Markus and Kitayama, 1994 and in Singelis, 1994). Regarding decision-making, the former emphasizes (a) internal abilities, thoughts, and feelings, (b) being unique and expressing the self, (c) realizing internal attitudes and promoting one’s own goals, and (d) being direct in communication; whereas the latter emphasizes (a) external, public features such as status, roles, and relationships, (b) belonging and fitting in, (c) occupying one’s proper place and engaging in appropriate action, and (d) being indirect in communication and “reading others’ minds” (Singelis, pp. 580–581).” (Fan 2010: 30)

 

6See Mencius 7A35.
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1 Introduction: The Theme of Reconstructionist Confucianism
The central theme of my book Reconstructionist Confucianism: Rethinking Morality after the West (Fan 2010) is as follows: classical Confucian morality takes the concept of virtue (de), rather than the concept of individual rights, equality, or autonomy, to be the ground of morality. This is to say, Confucian ethics is a virtue ethics in terms of a Confucian idea of de (virtue) as well as particular Confucian virtues, such as ren (humanity), li (ritual propriety), and he (harmony), not Kantian deontology in terms of the categorical imperative or a version of utilitarianism in accordance with consequence calculation. Although Confucianism can develop and integrate certain concepts of rights, equality, and democracy, such concepts must be consistent with the central requirements of the virtues and thereby cannot be taken as the foundational values of Confucianism. The book shows that this theme is significantly relevant to current China. It accents that as China regains its position as a major economic and political power in the world, it must draw on authentic Confucian moral resources to reform its systems and meet its challenges. Indeed, there is now a critical need to recover such resources.
There have been various modern accounts of Confucianism which, from my view, have distorted authentic Confucian resources. First, ranging from the collapse of the last Chinese dynasty (1911) through the May Fourth movement (1919) to the Cultural Revolution (1966), Confucianism was monsterized as a backward ideology against normal societal development and a devastating doctrine against decent human lives. On the other hand, contemporary Neo-Confucian scholars, in their innocent attempts to both defend and develop Confucian tradition, read back into the tradition modern Western moral and political concerns so as to bring Confucian thought in line with dominant modern Western conceits. In this way, the ground of Confucian morality is in great measure recast in light of modern Western liberal ideas, such as individual rights, autonomy, and social justice; as a result, their Confucianism is colonized by modern Western values. Although such Neo-Confucian accounts are not hostile to Confucian tradition, they are untrue to the tradition because they have changed the tradition’s foundation. In fact, they involve a naïve presentism. More importantly, they distort the foundational significance of cardinal Confucian moral concepts such as ren, li, and he, as well as damage the authenticity of an interdependent Confucian family life. In short, both monsterized Confucianism and colonized Confucianism have put Confucianism in disarray: although Neo-Confucians have not rejected Confucian morality as a whole, their accounts have radically marginalized authentic Confucian moral resources from contemporary Chinese lives.
Kwan Ho Chuen’s critical review on my book focuses on my view of family determination as developed in the book. Although the issue of family determination (versus individual determination) seems only an “application” rather than a basic theoretical issue inside of the reconstructionist Confucian virtue ethics, it engages a crucial debate between Confucianism and liberalism and brings to the fore a series of relevant ethical and political points that I have attempted to make in the book. Thus he has picked up a crucial issue on which to offer his arguments, and these deserve my serious reply. Indeed, the family stands in a central position in the Confucian moral world, and family determination manifests a characteristic moral way of life in which Confucians distinguish themselves from other moral agents, such as liberal individualists in their promoting of a non-familist, individualistic way of life. Confucian virtue ethics cannot be articulated in separation from a non-individualistic appreciation of the centrality of the family as an ontological entity with its own sovereignty and commitments, and sustained by a series of shared familial ritual practices in which family determination is conducted. This appreciation stands in tension with the orientation of liberal individualist moral and political understandings. Accordingly, the authentic Confucian familist way of life through virtue cultivation and ritual performance cannot, and should not, be defended or justified through certain individualist moral starting assumptions embedded in liberal ethical arguments.
Unfortunately, Kwan does not attempt to examine my view in light of authentic Confucian ethical and intellectual resources. Instead, he smuggles liberal individualist moral assumptions into his accounts in the guise of a comparative study between Confucianism and liberalism in order to contend that my Confucian view of family determination fails to gain sufficient Confucian textual support and is counter-intuitive. He also asserts that the justification I offer is unconvincing. In his view, “individual liberty fits the Confucian moral system as it can remediate the potential loophole of Confucianism.” Thus he concludes that “the moral system of reconstructionist Confucianism proposed by Fan” has “a fundamental flaw” because it “not only lacks individual liberty, but it also does not accept individual liberty because to do so would supposedly marginalize family determination in individual decision-making” (Kwan 85). As I see it, although Kwan may not be conscious of it, his approach to the reconstructionist Confucianism is simply rooted in the Neo-Confucian attempts to recast the foundation of Confucian thought in light of modern Western values in general and liberal individualist values in particular. In the following I will first address why I believe there are sufficient authentic Confucian resources to support family determination, then construe Confucian harmonious liberty in contrast with liberal autonomous liberty, and finally point out a few misunderstandings that Kwan’s arguments involve.
2 Textual Support for Family Determination
Confucian family determination requires that individuals share their important life issues with their immediate family members and make shared decisions with them. In Confucian tradition, immediate or close family members include at least one’s spouse, children, and biological parents. As Kwan recognizes, this Confucian pattern of decision making does not require one share every decision with one’s family. Rather, certain crucial living matters, such as marriage decisions and choices regarding life-or-death medical interventions, should be discussed in the family and secure family approval before final decisions can be formulated and implemented (Fan 2015).
This is to say, for such important individual (and family) issues, both the individual and the family possess moral authority and hold a veto right in decisions: in the case of a marriage decision, for example, one should not get married with another person without one’s parents’ agreement; similarly, one’s parents cannot arrange for one to marry another person without one’s approval. Accordingly, Confucian family determination stands in between the two extremes of family domination and individual determination. Under family domination, parents may coerce their children to accept an arranged marriage. This kind of family paternalism occurred in traditional China from time to time, but it did not carry authentic Confucian legitimacy and should not be taken as a normal version of Confucian family determination. On the other hand, individual determination is advocated by modern liberal individualism which authorizes individuals with absolute power to decide whoever they want to marry, regardless of their families’ standpoints. This Confucian middle-way position represents a Confucian moral right (not a legal right – at the end of this section I will say more about the distinction between a legal right and a moral right in relation to Confucian rituals) granted to both the individual and the family to exercise veto power in normal Confucian life circumstances.
Confucian family determination secures the support of the Confucian virtue of he (harmony) which, like many other Confucian virtues, has a family-oriented character: among other things, he advocates that “in ordering their lives and actions, individuals must share their decision-making with their close relatives” (Fan 2010: 29). Kwan believes that this view on he does not stick to the original Confucian idea of he, and it “is also completely incompatible with Confucian thought” (Kwan 77). Like many other authors, he draws on the classical Confucian analogies that he is like making music (in which different notes are played together to form a beautiful sound) or like making soup (in which different elements are mixed to make a delicious food) to point out that Confucian he should not be understood as accord or agreement. Rather, it should be taken as “the process of harmonization” in which “different components…mutually complement each other and reduce deficiencies, and accordingly achieve a balanced and peaceful unity” (Kwan 77). Accordingly, for him, “preserving the diversity of each individual is preferable to molding everyone into uniform agreement,” whereas my account of Confucian family determination “only promotes sameness” (Kwan 77).
I think Kwan has mistaken that any attempt to reach a united family decision would inevitably mold every family member into uniform agreement so as to promote sameness rather than harmony. He seems to assume that reaching any united family decision would damage harmony because it inevitably conflicts with individual diversity, difference, or creation. He fails to understand that in order for any human community to achieve or maintain a state of harmony (or “achieve a balanced and peaceful unity” in his words) certain united decisions are unavoidable: for example, for a symphony to produce a beautiful musical performance, united decisions about who plays what musical instruments as well as how to play them must be made; for a group of cooks to work out a successful banquet, decisions about who does what work and how to do it cannot be left to each individual cook to make independently. Such teams and their activities cannot be harmonious without such united decisions being made and implemented. Similarly, a harmonious Confucian family must rely on certain united family decisions to function. The issue is only that some united decisions are harmoniously made, and others are not. In the case of a marriage decision, under parental domination it is not harmoniously made because it disregards the child’s own wish. Similarly, neither is a decision under individual determination harmoniously made, because it deprives the parents of legitimate participation in the decision process. The Confucian virtue of harmony would espouse a shared family discussion and decision in which both the child and the parents hold a veto right and they can most hopefully “complement each other and reduce deficiencies, and accordingly achieve a balanced and peaceful unity” in the decision process.
When Kwan stresses that “Confucius does not put emphasis on harmony in decision-making, but rather in relations between family members” (Kwan 77), he fails to appreciate the genuine Confucian meaning of family relations as well as their tight-knit connections with family decisions. For Confucians, virtues, including the virtue of harmony, are learned and exercised first and foremost in the family, and within the bonds of familial obligations that structure family relations. Family relations are in essence not contractual, but given, since significant moral norms directing family relations (spouse relation included) are set forth by the mandate of Heaven, not by individual negotiation. Immediate family members are bound to make shared and united decisions in pursuing both individual and family interests, such as the integrity, continuity, and prosperity of the family (Fan 2010: 100). In light of the Confucian virtue of harmony, united family decisions should not be made paternalistically (dominated by the parents). Neither should they be made democratically (following the majority). Rather, they should be made harmoniously (reaching agreement through a ritual process in which each side holds a veto right).
Kwan suspects that the ultimate ground of my claims regarding family determination does not come from the Confucian classics, but from Confucian culture and practice in the broad sense. Kwan is right that my statement of Confucian family determination, as above, is not copied literally from any Confucian classic. However, he has read the Confucian classics too mechanically and narrowly in developing his doubts. It is true that Confucius and his followers never said, as I do, that both the child and the parents have a veto right in important individual and family issues, much less use such a modern concept as “rights.” But if one attempts to comprehend the classical teachings of the central importance of the family, family relations, and relevant decisions in light of Confucian virtues in a reasonable and comprehensive way, one would have no difficulty reaching my statement on family determination, because that is the most coherent interpretation of what the Confucian classics have said. Moreover, when Kwan refers to the Confucian classics on ritual, he seems to have overlooked the existence of two crucially important classics, the Ceremonial Rituals (Yili) and the Zhou Rituals (Zhouli), in addition to the Book of Rites (Liji) he cites. Whereas the Book of Rites reports Confucian elaborations of the principles and meanings of Confucian rituals, the Ceremonial Rituals and the Zhou Rituals record actual Confucian ritual systems in detailed content. In particular, the Ceremonial Rituals illustrate how Confucian individuals should appropriately perform important ceremonial rituals, such as marriage. Indeed, in the case of marriage, the book explicates how each of the relevant persons, including the groom, bride, and their respective parents, decently speak and move in six or seven necessary ritual steps eventually leading to a successful marriage decision: sending the present, asking the girl’s name, sending news of the favorable divination, asking the time of the ceremony, the meeting in person, the bride and groom entering the house, and the completion of the marriage ceremony (Steele 1966: 18–27). In each step a shared family decision is involved to move into the next step. This ritual guideline vividly shows why and how a marriage decision is not only a vitally important matter of two individuals, but two families. It is through engaging in a peaceful and harmonious process that the groom, bride, and their respective parents come to a united decision from step to step to lead to a normal Confucian marriage. In this case, it would be far-fetched to conclude that my position on Confucian family determination of marriage is not based on the correct reading of this ritual classic and is not supported by the substance of this classic.
Is there any evidence that classical Confucians did not agree on this position? Kwan believes he has found a piece of evidence in Xunzi’s addressing of the way of the son, where Xunzi suggests that we should follow the right way instead of following our father: “we follow our father when his suggestion is correct”; however, if following our father “will lead to bad consequences such as doing harm to our parents, humiliating them, or making ourselves act like beasts, then rejecting following our father is the right thing to do and moreover shows our filial piety.” From this Kwan concludes that “we can assert that Xunzi does not endorse sharing decision-making as a normal familial practice” (Kwan 79). I think, here, Kwan has misunderstood Xunzi’s instruction: while Xunzi is saying that the son should not always follow the father, he is not setting the correct Confucian way (namely the way of Heaven) against shared family determination. Actually, the way of family determination and the way of Heaven are never taken to be opposite to each other in Confucian classics in general or in Xunzi in particular. The truth of the matter is that by elaborating on issues together in the family to achieve harmonious, united family decisions, shared family determination is precisely the normal familial strategy by which to follow the way of Heaven. In this model, the father is usually taken to be more experienced than the son in relevant decision making (so as to follow the way of Heaven), thus the son should respect the father and seriously consider the father’s suggestion. Nevertheless, the son should not be required always to follow the father. When the son is sure that the father’s suggestion will lead to bad consequences and violate the way, he should refuse the suggestion, just as sage Shun did with his decision of getting married without seeking his parents’ agreement. In such a case, the family fails to reach a harmonious, united family decision, but this does not mean that family members should not usually or first attempt such a united decision and rather should instead make individual decisions in separation from each other. The normal Confucian practice remains seeking harmonious, united family decisions because that is the normal practice by which to follow the way of Heaven, although it does not imply that one family member must obey another member. A Confucian moral right to veto held by both the son and the father rejects unwilling obedience, just as it encourages shared decision making in response to the will of Heaven.
It is important to stress that this Confucian veto right is a moral right, not a legal right: it is embodied in relevant Confucian ritual performance for promoting harmonious united family decisions, not a legal right imposed by the state to coerce or control a family member by other family members under a state’s mandatory laws. This means that this right is held and enjoyed by every immediate family member only through everyone’s voluntary ceremonial conduct and mutual cooperation espoused by local and cultural ethos, but it is not enforced by state authorities through legal punishments. Accordingly, a family member may legally withdraw from such ritual participation and still do what one originally wants to do regardless of other family members’ objections, just as what happened in the famous case of Shun where he could get married without securing his parents’ approval. Shun’s moral right to veto his father’s decision enabled him to do what he held to be right, while he intentionally did not perform the marriage ritual as individuals usually did. Confucian tradition has defended Shun for his special behavior, since certain excuses and exceptions from the application of a Confucian ritual are already accepted, either explicitly or implicitly, in the establishment of the ritual for the sake of virtue cultivation and exercising (Fan 2010: 180). This Confucian rule of ritual, in contrast with the Legalist rule of punishment or coercion, indicates a Confucian societal order that is spontaneous or harmonious rather than mandatory or compulsory, manifesting the peaceful orientation of the Confucian virtues of humanity (ren), harmony (he), and ritual propriety (li) underlying the centrality of the family and family relations in Confucian society.
3 Confucian Individual Liberty
Kwan believes that my support for family determination is counter-intuitive because it is to deny or reject individual liberty. In fact he seems to hold that Confucianism has no idea of individual liberty and that this shortage constitutes a potential loophole of Confucianism so that individual liberty must be imported from liberalism to remediate the loophole. In his view, the idea of individual liberty implies that “we alone are the ones who can initiate our actions and decisions” and that “no one other than us have the authority over ourselves” (Kwan 72).
It is true that classical Confucianism does not have a concept of individual liberty in its doctrine. But this does not mean that there are no conceptions or ideas of individual liberty implicit in Confucian thought and practice. Kwan fails to recognize that there are different ideas of individual liberty embedded in distinct traditions or ethics in the world. Evidently, the idea of individual liberty that he has espoused is the idea of autonomous liberty that has been proposed and advocated in modern West. From J. B. Schneewind’s work, we come to comprehend the modern Western context in which Kant eventually invented the conception of morality as autonomy: “we are autonomous agents who impose morality on ourselves by legislating a formal practical principle” (Schneewind 1998: 13). In this conception Kant was driven to establish a new account of freedom in which one is not merely free by voluntarily following a moral law, but crucially in that the law itself must be prescribed by oneself for oneself through the faculty of reason (rather than sentiment or emotion) that is bound to be universal and enables human persons to move toward peace and cooperation with one another. The contemporary liberal conception of individual liberty, which Kwan adopts, remains Kantian in the sense that it essentially consists of autonomy: a free individual decision must be initiated by the individual himself or herself from within. But it has dropped the idea of universal moral reason that Kant recommends for individual decisions to abide by in order to be truly free. In short, for contemporary liberals, individual liberty is not only a state for oneself not to be coerced or controlled by external causes (namely, the state of negative liberty), but is also a state of deciding and acting from one’s own initiative, according to one’s own desire or wish, in order of one’s own priority, and without reliance on anyone else to actualize one’s objective (namely, the state of individual autonomy). This sense of liberty as autonomy has become highly individualistic in its orientation. It is primarily concerned with an individual’s self-directed thought and action.
In contrast, the Confucian idea of individual liberty is harmonious liberty. First, it contains a basic sense of negative liberty that rules out coercing individuals into specific modes of decisions and actions by the state or other people: individuals should not be controlled or coerced by external forces, including their family members, in their lives. One can morally object to and even veto another family member’s decision, but one cannot legally prevent him or her from ultimately making that decision. In other words, family members have a moral right to participate in family decisions, but this right is only sustained by voluntary familial ritual participation and is not enforced by mandatory state laws. On the other hand, the existence of this veto right in the Confucian model of family determination also indicates that the Confucian idea of individual liberty is not the mere absence of coercive external obstacles as in the concept of negative liberty. It is also through ritual practices to cultivate and assist individuals to develop and improve their desires to achieve perfect congruence with the way of Heaven. This Confucian harmonious liberty, among other things, embodies a middle way of life choices between the extremes of family authoritarianism (namely parental domination) and the minimal family (namely independent self-determination).
The brief autobiography of Confucius summarizes how he enjoyed and pursued such harmonious liberty throughout his course of life:

	At fifteen, I had my heart-mind bent on learning.

	At thirty, I was able to take my stand.

	At forty, I had no more perplexities.

	At fifty, I knew the mandate of Heaven.

	At sixty, my ear was an obedient organ for the reception of truth.

	At seventy, I could follow what my heart desired, without transgressing what was right. (Analects 2.4, adapted from Ni 2017: 97)






This summary shows that Confucius’ free life was self-governing, but not self-directing or self-initiating. It was self-governing as Confucius fulfilled his desires such as learning rituals and teaching students without being controlled by external factors or stopped by his family members. But he was not self-directing or self-initiating in the liberal sense of autonomy; rather he was called for and directed by the way of Heaven to cultivate virtue and reshape his desires. At this point we need to think about the relation between Confucian individual liberty and the Confucian way of Heaven in order to understand Confucian freedom more clearly. In my view, Confucian tradition indicates that the way of Heaven is not expressed by a body of explicit principles and rules such as the Ten Commandments of the Judeo-Christian Bible. It is rather a system of the fundamental structures of the universe (namely the images of yin-yang, the eight trigrams, and the sixty-four hexagrams as portrayed in the Classic of Change [Yijing 易經]) as well as the ritual activities of human beings (namely those ceremonial and minute rituals as recorded in the three Confucian ritual classics). Confucian virtue (de), as a powerful moral force, is entrenched in such fundamental structures and rituals to shape the Confucian moral character (Fan 2017). Accordingly, genuine Confucian freedom consists not only in acting or practicing that is driven by one’s own desire but not externally controlled, but it is also in following the calls or rubrics of the rituals as well as conforming to the implications of the deep structures of the universe in response to the way of Heaven. That is, pace Kant, humans are not directed by any principles or rules that humans initiate or create through pure reason, independent of such deep structures or rituals. Rather, Confucian virtue principles and rules are simply implicit in such structures and rituals, and are to be formulated by Confucian sages to offer guidance to human actions along with such structures and rituals. At the end of the day, perfect Confucian liberty embodies a state of the harmonious relation between one’s desires and the way of Heaven, as Confucius himself accomplished at 70. In short, the more harmonious this relation, the freer one is.
Accordingly, Confucian harmonious liberty rejects the Chinese Legalist authoritarian state that coerces and controls individuals through government-made mandatory laws. Such a state deprives individuals of liberty. On the other hand, however, Confucianism cannot support modern liberal autonomous liberty (which endorses an individualistic state of self-legislation and self-direction) because it exaggerates the capacity of individuals for self-fulfillment and leaves them to suffer from their inadequate passions and indulgences without receiving suitable assistance from their families and society. For Confucius, pursuing real freedom is consistent with pursuing fundamental virtue (ren), and for that sake one must “overcome one’s selfish passions and return to the observation of the rituals” (Analects 12.1, adapted from Ni 2017: 279). Again, Confucian rituals are not state-imposed laws but are culturally maintained spontaneous or voluntary practices, through which family members, among others, can effectively support one another to prevent impetuous individual decisions and actions. Accordingly, the Confucian concept of harmonious liberty is necessarily not individualistic, but can normally be used in a collective, familist ritual-participation context. In that context, family-based opportunities, enhanced individual capacities, and shared family determination may all be consistent with and even be supported by the Confucian understanding of liberty in response to the way of Heaven. It can be a consensus expectation of the mutual permission and active support of family members for promoting the good life, as long as there is no coercion or control involved. Indeed, Confucian individual liberty is consistent with Confucian ritual practices, because the human relations and interactions informed and shaped by the rituals are not causally determined, but are synchronically coordinated (Fan 2021).
4 Conclusion
Kwan makes further comments on my comparative study between Confucian and liberal societies and claims that my reconstructionist Confucianism is problematic and cannot support family determination. First, he contends that my argument based on Confucian metaphysics involves the defect of deriving “ought” from “is” because, in his view, Confucian morality cannot, and should not, be engendered by Confucian metaphysics as I have construed it. Second, he believes that I mistake liberals as allowing teenagers to make independent decisions whereas in fact, for him, liberals would agree with Confucians at this juncture that only adult individuals, not underage individuals, are mature rational persons deserving individual determination. Finally, he concludes that it is misleading to think that stressing individual liberty would eventually lead to isolation and separation in society, as I seem to hold in my debate with Andrew Brennen in the Appendix of my book.
However, as indicated above, the foundation of Confucianism does not lie in a set of general principles and rules stipulated by a personal God, but in a system of the deep structures of the universe and the ritual practices of human beings. These structures and rituals, according to classical Confucian beliefs, were designed and set down by Heaven through its cosmic workings, and it was the Confucian sages who recognized them through looking up at the phenomena of the heavens, gazing down at the contours of the earth, and reflecting upon human affairs, and who then promulgated them to all the people (Fan 2010: 150). It is important to recognize that this Confucian metaphysics is not only a natural metaphysics, but also a moral metaphysics: not only are certain natural conceptual ideas present in such structures and rituals, but de (virtue), as a moral force, is also entrenched in them. Moral principles and rules (such as Confucian harmonious liberty and family determination) are implicit in them as well, although such principles and rules can never completely conceptualize or formalize them. This is to say, Kwan has failed to recognize that Confucian metaphysics is a mixed natural and moral metaphysics that contains both Confucian “is” and “ought.”
Nobody argues that liberals fail to see a distinction existing between mature, rational, competent individuals capable of making responsible decisions and those who are not. What Confucians cannot agree with liberals on lies in the issue of the proper way for parents to educate their children. Contemporary mainstream liberalism teaches that parents should not cultivate their children in light of their own beliefs or values. Rather, according to dominant liberal teaching, they should expose their children to different religious and cultural resources and offer them multiple options so that their children will most importantly form a critical attitude; this entitles the children to choose a conception of the good life that their parents may have rejected and to shape their own way of life—one that their parents may not prefer (e.g., Buchanan and Brock 1989: 227–28). This is to say, in this view, Confucian parents should not train their children mainly in the means of Confucian rituals or primarily in light of Confucian virtues (such as ritual propriety and filial piety) so that their children will most probably become Confucians in pursuing Confucian harmonious liberty and family determination, rather than liberal individual determination. Instead, their children, according to such liberalism, should be arranged to get access to different religious and non-religious materials and above all secure a liberal education of critical thinking and individual judgement so as to form their “own” wishes and values for their own lives. In the Confucian view, however, parents should have authority to deploy a Confucian educational strategy for their children. Contemporary liberalism tends to deny that authority. Kwan seems to have failed to see this disagreement.
Nevertheless, I would never want to claim that liberal individual determination is fully or solely responsible for certain problems in current liberal societies such as “broken families, homeless vagrancy, loneliness, drug addiction, sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, and hooliganism” as I mentioned in the book. I only wanted to pass a judgment that these problems are not simply accidental, but at less in part reflect an inescapable cost that a liberal society has to pay when it legitimates and accents full-fledged individual determination: families are restricted from joining the decision-making of their individual members and so fail to offer effective assistance in their self-cultivation and development. I would never claim that Confucian family determination could be perfectly implemented without its own problems. In fact in the dialogue Kwan refers to I just try to rebut Brennen’s idea that liberalism can best protect the individual from abuses. I point out that a liberal ethical and political environment can also harm the individual, for example, by not protecting him or her from self-damaging behavior through family determination (Fan 2010: 258). My point is that liberal individual determination cannot be taken as a perfect moral progress over Confucian family determination by overlooking its serious weaknesses and problems.
In short, pace many Neo-Confucian accounts, my book shows that Confucian virtue ethics is not rooted in any general principles separate from Confucian rituals, much less in the liberal general principles of liberty, equality, and individual rights. Instead, my book argues that Confucian rituals are best understood as the Confucian community’s universally-employed, family-oriented social practices, with their internal goals created and defined by a series of Confucian constitutive rules (such as “offering sacrifices to one’s ancestors constitutes as showing reverence to them” or “making shared family decisions constitutes as pursuing Confucian harmony”), with such internal goals being indispensable to the essential meaning of Confucian culture and morality. Accordingly, Confucian rituals provide specific content to Confucian virtue ethics. From this Confucian view, if a society merely emphasizes or relies on some general modern principles (such as the liberal principle of self-determination) to maintain order, it cannot be kept in good order for a long term because individuals need the guidance of constitutive rules and family assistance to form a stable character for living a good life and peacefully cooperating with others. A Chinese civil society will therefore require both a robust commitment to the rule of law as well as to the rule of ritual under the nurturing of a familism sustaining virtue for both the flourishing of the individual as well as of the family. Obviously, China still has a long way to go in this direction. But the point is, seen in this light, the family is a keystone of virtue, and family determination an essential practice for harmonious liberty.
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1 Introduction
Sungmoon Kim gives extended arguments for integrating liberal democracy and Confucian values in Confucian Democracy in East Asia (2014) and Public Reason Confucianism (2016), which put forth a particular political vision of East Asian democratic society. To this end, he proposes “Confucian public reason” (CPR), which aims to combine or “balance” liberal public reason1 with Confucian values within his broader advocacy of “public reason Confucianism” (PRC). Kim believes this form of Confucian reasoning to be highly valuable, if not vital, to East Asian democracy: it allows East Asian citizens to “render their constitutional democratic rights in such a way as to be culturally relevant to their moral sentimentality,” which “makes the Confucian polity more democratic as well as more just” than it would otherwise be (Kim 2016: 71, emphasis in original).
Kim develops CPR in attempt to resolve a tension that arises in his vision of Confucian democracy: the need to “reconcile the apparently nonneutral promotion of Confucianism … [and] embracement of public reason, a philosophical apparatus commonly associated with state neutrality” (Kim 2016: ix). In order to bridge, balance, or integrate the two, Kim “reconstructs” liberal public reason to show that it may incorporate Confucian values. The manner in which Kim does so, however, sacrifices a valuable dimension of liberal public reason: its instantiation of equal liberty among free citizens. This weakens the democratic character of the vision of Confucian democracy he proposes; rather than making “the Confucian polity more democratic,” Kim makes it less so. Below I examine the implications of CPR’s divergence from liberal public reason and lay out my basic concerns. I then conclude by suggesting some alternative paths to achieving Kim’s aims that may better uphold the democratic quality of public reason.
2 Kim’s Perfectionist Reinterpretation of Political Liberalism and Reconstruction of Public Reason
Kim’s proposes CPR in Public Reason Confucianism to redress two challenges arising from the fact that East Asian democratic institutions, based on liberal principles, struggle to align with the Confucian values of their citizens. The first challenge is how Confucian citizens can endorse and identify with liberal democratic principles, including human rights. East Asians cannot “simply transform themselves into liberal democrats” because for them “the Confucian ideal constitutes a valuable human life” (Kim 2016: 40).2 Second, these liberal principles seem unable to guide public and legal reasoning in cases particular to East Asian societies. Social structures such as economic and familial clan institutions are inadequately dealt with by reference to the political and legal principles directly inherited from liberalism. Kim therefore aims to develop the basis for “an indigenous mode of democracy” that operates “on public reason and civilities informed by local culture” (Kim 2016: 89).
Kim thus tasks Confucianism with dual democratic functions: to allow Confucian citizens to authentically affirm democratic institutions, and to shape the public reason that governs such institutions. The achievement of the latter, as CPR, contributes to the realization of the former (Confucian endorsement of democratic institutions), but also requires overcoming a conceptual conflict between Confucian values and the form of public reason on which Kim bases CPR, that of John Rawls’s political liberalism. This liberal public reason claims a certain degree and form of independence from, priority to, and neutrality toward “comprehensive doctrines”—that is, moral doctrines that include “conceptions of what is of value in human life, and ideals of personal character, as well as ideals of … associational relationship, and much else that is to inform our conduct” (Rawls 2005: 13). By having comprehensive Confucian values and ideals shape public reason, Kim alters the basic character and role of liberal public reason in adapting it to his vision of Confucian democracy.
To support his integration of Confucianism with liberal public reason, Kim argues at length against Rawls’s characterization of political liberalism as non-comprehensive and neutral. He does so because he means to draw heavily on the democratic principles of Rawls’s liberalism, especially its idea of public reason, in putting forth his own vision of Confucian democracy. Kim’s explicit aim is a perfectionist reconstruction of the idea of public reason (Kim 2016: 78), which he founds on certain fundamental points of declared agreement with Rawls: (i) the coercive nature of political power makes public reason, as the shared premise of mutual cooperation, “of supreme significance”; (ii) public reason is the only means of stabilizing pluralist society short of “outright coercion”; and (iii) due to justificatory disagreement over justice, in relevant deliberation “there can be multiple interpretations of what constitutes public reason” (Kim 2016: 79). Kim then employs the final clause of this last point, the allowance of disagreement regarding public reason, to argue that political liberalism’s public reason is in fact comprehensive and perfectionist, despite Rawls’s claims that it is non-comprehensive and anti-perfectionist.
Kim claims that the disagreement or pluralism regarding justice that Rawls allows for—differences in “the substantive moral content” of commonly affirmed rights and liberties—is in fact the product of deeper disagreement among personal comprehensive doctrines. The implications of this are heavy: “By acknowledging the possibility of plural interpretations of public reason, Rawls seems to open a backdoor allowing comprehensive doctrines to sneak into the domains of public reason” (Kim 2016: 80), and thus Rawls ultimately “renders the line between comprehensive doctrines and public reason far more porous than it is usually believed” (Kim 2016: 81). The importance of this point, both to Kim’s thesis and as an indictment of a central tenet of political liberalism, seems poorly matched by the depth of Kim’s argument supporting it: “what can be the source of this difference if not the comprehensive doctrine that guides a person’s ethical (religious or nonreligious) life?” (Kim 2016: 80) Kim simply reduces all normative disagreement to disagreement over comprehensive values and ideals, denying the possibility of distinctively political disagreement.
Kim’s objection is in fact closely related to one that Rawls himself raises and addresses: that conflicts of justice can be adjudicated only by reference to comprehensive doctrine (2005: IV:5.1). Rawls responds to that objection by basing the “freestanding” nature and priority of considerations of justice in the nature of democratic citizenships itself: Public reason avoids reliance on comprehensive doctrines by prioritizing “terms of fair social cooperation consistent with mutual respect between citizens regarded as free and equal” (2005: 158, emphasis added). Rawls’s distinction of political from moral values and the prioritization of the former as public reason mean to restrict public reasoning precisely in a manner that respects the equal status of free democratic citizens.
Kim does not expand the argument that views of justice are necessarily determined by nonpolitical moral values, but does offer the second argument that, since political liberalism’s conception of justice is irreducibly moral and based in substantive liberal values, therefore “it is difficult to differentiate [political liberalism] meaningfully from the comprehensive liberalism that it criticizes” (Kim 2016: 85). I am sympathetic to the claim that there may not be great practical difference between political and comprehensive liberalisms, but the conceptual distinction political liberals make between themselves and comprehensive liberals does not deny the moral or substantively liberal character of their political principles.3 Neither of Kim’s claims that Rawls’s political notions are in fact grounded in or indistinguishable from comprehensive doctrines engages with Rawls’s own arguments separating political from comprehensive values, or the motives and aims of Rawls’s distinction between the two—theoretical construction affirming principles of fair social structure, in consideration of the basic interests of free and equal democratic citizens under the burdens of judgment.
Kim, like Rawls, affirms that public reason, including CPR, relies on a principle of political equality (2016: 204). Thus Kim and Rawls both ground the “supreme significance” of public reason in democratic political equality, which demands justification between members of society in the inherently coercive exercise of political power over one another, and both hold that this justification must take place in terms agreeable to all. What Kim finds suspect is that Rawls insists that such justification thus ought not take place in terms of disputed comprehensive doctrines, but may take place in terms of disputed political conceptions of justice. The reason political liberalism gives for this is that considerations of justice are qualitatively different from nonpolitical moral considerations: they consist exclusively in what is owed to others within the fair cooperation of free and equal members of democratic society (Rawls 2005: 139–40; Larmore 1999: 606–608).
Kim’s claim that political liberalism is in fact comprehensive holds only if he can show that distinctively political disagreement is impossible or insignificant. He does not. Yet even if he were to do so, it would merely establish that comprehensive ideals and values inform the endorsement of political ideals and values regarding free and equal citizenship. It would not show that we should not distinguish and prioritize what we owe to each other as democratic citizens in relation to other moral values. Yet Kim wants to use the potentially porous nature of this separation not to simply show that comprehensive values and ideals must underlie the political values of free and equal citizenship, as “ethical liberals” do.4 This would open the door merely to a sort of Confucian ethical liberalism, a comprehensive liberalism grounded in Confucian ideals, values, and principles (which may or may not be achievable). Rather, Kim aims to use the supposedly comprehensive grounds of liberal justice to delegitimize its claim to “neutrality,” and thereby shift not merely the moral grounds of public reason but also what values it is allowed to promote and how.
Both of Kim’s claims regarding the supposedly comprehensive basis of political liberalism’s conception of justice thus springboard directly to claims that liberal public reason is in fact non-neutral, in support of “public reason perfectionism.” On the first occasion Kim argues he has established the “unintended consequence” that Rawlsian public reason is in fact intertwined with “perfectionist concerns”—something political liberals may find regrettable but which Kim celebrates as opening the door to public reason perfectionism (Kim 2016: 81). On the second occasion Kim concludes, “As long as public reason liberalism promotes a particular (if not fully comprehensive) understanding of a valuable life endorsed only by the liberal citizens already committed to liberal constitutional values, it is inevitably perfectionist” (Kim 2016: 85, emphasis in original). Kim thus concludes that political liberalism is both comprehensive and perfectionist, against Rawls’s characterization of it as non-comprehensive and anti-perfectionist, with the larger aim of showing that since public reason liberalism promotes certain identifiably liberal values, public reason Confucianism can therefore promote Confucian values.
However, the sense of neutrality Rawls claims to establish is not the same sense of neutrality Kim finds public reason to violate. This must be a common occurrence: Rawls recognizes the “unfortunate” misleading and impractical connotations of the term, and for this reason clarifies that his notion of political neutrality does not deny being based in and promoting liberal values, but rather claims neutrality merely in not discriminating among comprehensive doctrines that respect the principles of justice. More specifically, Rawls’s conception of justice is neutral in not intending to promote certain permissible comprehensive doctrines over others, although in practice the liberal character of society will both exclude certain doctrines and inevitably promote certain moral views, ideals, and virtues rather than others (Rawls 2005: 192–94). Indeed, the liberal state strengthens its democratic character by promoting liberal political values, which “characterize the ideal of a good citizen of a democratic state” and thus “strengthen the forms of thought and feeling that sustain fair social cooperation between its citizens regarded as free and equal.” This is “very different” from perfectionist state promotion of comprehensive doctrine (Rawls 2005: 194–95). Thus if liberal public reason is perfectionist in the sense Kim argues, this is not a sense of the term political liberalism finds objectionable. Yet, to abandon this sense of neutrality among permissible views abandons affirmation of tolerance and corresponding freedoms of conscience, religion, expression, and so forth, commensurable with equivalent freedoms for all.
Kim has made convenient use of the labels in play, referring to all moral considerations as comprehensive and all promotion of values as perfectionist. But rather than substantively undermining Rawls’s characterization of political liberalism, which remains unaffected on its own terms, Kim’s arguments rather undermine the protections of equal liberty that political liberalism instantiates in public reason. Kim’s claims of comprehensivism merely jettison prioritization of considerations of what we owe to each other as free and equal citizens; and his claims of perfectionism abandon protections on personal freedoms. Political liberalism, in contrast, integrates the value of personal freedom into public reason in demanding justification among free, as well as equal, citizens.5 Rawls excludes non-public reasoning from governmental decision-making so as to affirm and prioritize democratic political equality and protect personal freedom in pursuit of the good.6 Kim’s PRC does not distinguish a realm of purely political considerations and thereby does not prioritize conditions that protect free and equal democratic citizenship.
In sum, even if one construes the right to be grounded in the good (as Rawls originally did)7 and to promote the good, liberal rights turn on a distinction between two levels of good, and two corresponding levels of normativity: principles based in free and equal moral personhood recognizing the common importance of certain basic goods or interests among citizens, which serve as the basis of the principles of justice, and those personal interests identified in particular and substantive conceptions of the good life. Liberal public reason prioritizes the former, political level of moral concerns based in free and equal democratic citizenship. When Kim reinterprets this substantive basis in free and equal citizenship as a “backdoor” allowing comprehensive doctrines to shape and be intentionally promoted by public reason, he removes the distinction that prioritizes the free and equal status of citizens and thus attenuates public reason’s democratic character in his formulation of CPR.
3 What Equality, Whose Liberty?
I have argued that Kim’s CPR fails to prioritize the free and equal status of democratic citizenship. However, within the broader context of PRC, political equality and liberal freedoms are affirmed as independent propositions alongside CPR.

P3: In a Confucian society, all citizens are equal to one another qua public citizens and together they exercise popular sovereignty. (Kim 2016: 88, 204)



P4: The Confucian (democratic) state respects constitutional rights held by its citizens, among others the rights to religious freedom, freedom of consciousness, freedom of expression, and freedom of association; thus the state has no desire either to suppress value plurality in civil society or to elevate Confucianism as the state religion. (Kim 2016: 88)

Is the above fear then unfounded? Is it immaterial that CPR itself fails to instantiate free and equal citizenship, since the role of CPR in PRC presumes, and even is founded on, PRC’s independent affirmation of equality and freedoms? It is not.
Kim identifies “six propositions” of PRC: the first two establish the value of Confucian ways of life and the Confucian character of East Asian societies, respectively; the third and fourth are principles of liberal democracy—the third affirming equal citizenship in exercising popular sovereignty and the fourth affirming constitutional rights to freedoms allowing for value plurality—which Kim points out directly conflict with much of Confucian tradition (Kim 2016: 94–97) (although he nevertheless claims these for Confucianism [Kim 2016: 88] and later grounds the third proposition in a reconstruction of Mencian Confucianism [Kim 2016: 209–226]); the final two propositions center on CPR and its acceptance as a criteria of inclusion in Confucian democratic society. Thus the six propositions are spread evenly among affirming Confucian values, affirming liberal democratic principles, and endorsing CPR as a means of integrating or balancing the two. Since the contents of the first four propositions draw directly from Confucianism and liberalism, and the sixth merely establishes CPR as a criterion of inclusion in Confucian democratic society, most of the heavy lifting in PRC turns on proposition five, the conception of “Confucian public reason” itself, and its role in reconciling Confucian values with liberal democratic principles.
The main innovation and contribution of PRC then, is refashioning public reason from its liberal role of applying principles of justice (rooted in a conception of free and equal citizenship) into an instrument for integrating Confucian values with liberal democratic equality and liberties. But does CPR integrate liberal democratic principles with Confucian values in a way that retains the integrity of both, or balance the two through compromise, thereby mitigating core democratic principles in the face of Confucian values?
Kim formulates his theory in a way that suggests the answer to this question differs between the two liberal democratic propositions, since these two propositions differ in their relationship with CPR. He declares CPR, along with the fourth proposition establishing rights to personal liberties, to be “philosophically dependent” on the third proposition establishing public equality. This establishes political equality as well as a right to political participation (Kim 2016: 204) and thus underlies public reason’s role as justification among equal citizens in the coercive exercise of political power. CPR, then, like liberal public reason, aims to instantiate political equality. Kim thus emphasizes political equality to be of “pivotal importance” to the democratic character of PRC more generally; without it, “the constituting dimension of Confucian democratic citizenship can hardly be satisfied” (Kim 2016: 208).
The constitutional rights to freedoms established in the fourth proposition of PRC, in contrast, are not viewed as fundamental. Nor are they merely reliant on the third proposition. Rather, they are described as subject to compromise with Confucian values by way of CPR. Kim asserts that CPR “mediates [Confucian citizens’] habits of heart … with rights and liberties, which are of Western provenance,” and further suggests a two-stage process by which CPR arbitrates such rights: citizens “negotiate their comprehensive moral values with Confucian public reason, then with particular rights, duties, and liberties” (Kim 2016: 100, emphasis in original). CPR “mediates” and “negotiates” rights to personal liberties, which are imported from liberal tradition.
This seems to be a product of the larger framework PRC proposes, which consistently describes Confucian democracy as importing rights and liberties from the West. It portrays liberties and Confucian values as independent and often competing forces within East Asian democracy, even asserting Confucian democracy’s opposition to—even animosity toward—“liberalism” and its “rights-based individualism.”8 Such a view demands the mediating role of CPR. Those who value personal freedoms will be immediately wary of such a view, as CPR’s mediation and negotiation involve limiting and even revising the content of basic liberal rights and liberties.
With CPR, Kim explains, Confucian values “inform the contents of otherwise liberal political rights, duties, and liberties” (Kim 2016: 98). Kim gives the following example of the effects of CPR’s intended mediation between liberties and Confucian values:
For instance, in a Confucian democratic society where citizens generally cherish filial piety as one of the most important moral virtues, and thus the state is permitted (by its citizens) to promote it publicly, both the moral contents of core democratic rights and liberties such as freedom of expression and right to pursuit of happiness and the public understanding of to what extent such rights and liberties can enjoy public protection are qualitatively different from those of a society where filial piety has no salient public value. (Kim 2016: 98, emphasis added)

CPR here explicitly functions to limit and revise the content of basic liberties where they are challenged by traditional values, a clear result of importing these rights and liberties from liberalism, as an independent proposition, and refashioning public reason as an instrument to mediate between them and traditional values.
Viewed this way, PRC seems to present full affirmation of political equality, but not full endorsement of liberties. But this is not the most accurate way to put things. It obscures the fact that the third and fourth propositions in fact parse two crucial but distinct types of liberal democratic freedom. The third proposition, public equality, affirms the institution of democratic citizenship “understood as an equal share of political power” (Kim 2016: 95) and corresponds to freedom conceived of as participation in collective self-governance among equal members of society. (Alexander Meiklejohn (1960), for instance, discusses political freedom exclusively in this sense.) The rights to liberties of the fourth proposition concern forms of personal freedom that demand government protection. (J. S. Mill’s On Liberty (1989) advocates liberty exclusively in this sense, and clearly not as democratic self-government.)9 In the liberal democratic vision, both forms of freedom demand equal distribution.10
Thus, we may say that the different relations of PRC’s third and fourth propositions to CPR amount to substantive affirmation of equal political liberty but failure to fully affirm equal personal liberties. Kim has not jettisoned affirmation of personal freedoms as such; certainly many will continue to enjoy the personal freedoms endorsed under PRC, and some will likely even enjoy far more such freedoms than liberal public reason would allow. However, he has abandoned protections on equality of personal freedoms; and PRC will allow the enjoyment of personal liberties by some at the expense of the personal liberties of others. This, moreover, is not all that is lost. Abandoning full and equal protection of personal liberties, including freedoms of conscience, expression, association, and so forth, significantly weakens CPR’s instantiation of equal political liberty. Although political liberty is conceptually distinct from personal liberties, it is practically reliant on them: participation (individual or communal) in collective self-determination loses its value if the participants do not enjoy basic freedoms of individual self-determination.11 It is correspondingly difficult to see how CPR can provide a truly democratic form of public justification when it can and even ought to abridge or abrogate freedoms of thought, expression, and association.
If I am correct in these last two assertions, Kim is mistaken to see P4, rights to personal liberties, as dependent on P3, public equality. The relation is the inverse: P4 relies on P3, since without such freedoms there is no meaningful democratic political equality. Since CPR relies on P4, and P4 on P3, CPR thus also fundamentally relies on the integrity of basic personal liberties. This makes sense. CPR aims to provide a means for Confucian citizens to affirm and debate justification of public principles and institutions on their own terms (i.e. Kim 2016: 100). The basic personal freedoms protect the ability of citizens to meaningfully engage in debate and affirmation on their own terms rather than on terms they accept due to political or societal coercion. This is integrated with the democratic requirement of justification among free and equal citizens. Yet Kim allows CPR to compromise the personal liberties on which it is founded. This creates incoherence within PRC, since CPR compromises the integrity of the very personal liberties on which it relies. More importantly, compromising these liberties dilutes the democratic quality of PRC’s vision of Confucian democracy.
Without valuing personal freedoms, moreover, affirmation of equality and public reason can run entirely against the tenets of modern democracy, such as with public reason in Hobbes. The points of agreement with Rawls from which Kim begins also constitute points of agreement with Hobbes’s non-democratic public reason. They affirm the need for public justification via public reason, but not a distinctively democratic form of public reason.12 The failure to affirm personal freedoms, moreover, would be worrisome even if it did not dilute and jeopardize the democratic character of PRC, since, as many have noted, an illiberal democratic system is as great a threat—and likely a greater threat—to personal liberty than less egalitarian forms of government.13 I therefore expect equal political protection of freedoms of association, conscience, speech, and so forth to be as valuable to Confucian citizens of East Asian democracies as to citizens of liberal democracies.
In summary, Kim is caught between dual commitments: to affirm the liberal foundations of democratic society through public reason’s instantiation of equal liberty and to affirm the political promotion of Confucian values within Confucian democratic society. Kim makes two corresponding demands of Confucianism: to provide the terms of public reason necessary to protecting the liberal foundations of democratic society, and to substantively inform and shape that public reason to adapt to the particular needs of East Asian Confucian societies. The way in which Kim’s CPR meets the latter demand weakens or undermines its ability to meet the former. Thus, Kim wants Confucianism to support democracy, but instead allows it to compromise core modern democratic tenets. At the same time, the latter demand is well founded.14 Public reason requires justification between members of society in terms acceptable to all, and in a Confucian culture, those terms may need to be substantively Confucian. Herein lies a central challenge. How can the terms of public justification be substantively Confucian if democracy requires a substantively liberal political conception of justice?
4 Alternatives
There may be other ways of getting where Kim aims while preserving public reason’s support for equal liberty. Below I discuss two possibilities at length. The first accepts liberalism as it is, but insists that the application of liberal principles and public reason ought to be substantively shaped by the Confucian cultures of East Asian societies; the proper application of liberal public reason within Confucian society would not simply import an alien set of rights, liberties, and institutions but rather consider, in light of their substantively Confucian morals and mores, what the fundamental demands of equal liberty and reasonable justification entail among Confucian citizens. The second reconstructs (in the Rawlsian sense) principles of public reason from a Confucian conception of free and equal citizenship, generating a distinctively Confucian version of public reason that is formally closer to liberal public reason than to Kim’s CPR—that is, it applies a (now Confucian) conception of justice rather than negotiates between Confucian values and imported liberal rights and liberties. These are not the only potential alternatives for establishing an effective form of democratic public reason in Confucian society, but they are alluring ones.
I should note that Chapter Six of Public Reason Confucianism attempts to establish a version of Confucian teachings, based in the Mencius (Mengzi 孟子), that affirms equality and human dignity (“Moral Equality and Human Dignity: A Mencian Confucianism Perspective” and “Reconstructing Mencian Confucianism” (Kim 2016: 209–226)). Such an interpretation of Confucianism itself offers to restore at least a degree of support for equality back into PRC by way of the substantive content of Confucian moral values. While recognizing the potential of such a strategy, this paper limits its focus to the character and application of public reason, and questions whether weakening protections on equal liberties is necessary to its integrating Confucian values with liberal principles.
4.1 Alternative One: Confucianism Within Political Liberalism
Remaining within political liberalism may accomplish much of what Kim would like. Let us first consider the weakest position political liberalism might grant Confucianism. At the very least, it would fully embrace Confucian background culture—which belongs to the nonpolitical realm of free association, as “the culture of civil society”—and protect individual and collective Confucian pursuit of the good “within a framework of law that ensures the familiar liberties of thought and speech, and the right of free association” (Rawls 2005: 443). This would endorse Confucian “institutions of learning at all levels” as well as promotion of Confucian goods in the “nonpublic political culture” of public media (Rawls 2005: 443–44n13, 444). Rawls himself offers this as a common solution to discontent with the political neutrality of his liberalism, suggesting that many fail to recognize the limited scope of his public reason and the robust non-governmental discourse and pursuit of the good it affirms and supports (Rawls 2005: 444, 451–52n28).15
Kim recognizes (and points out that others often overlook) that Rawls’s public reason concerns only the basic structure and constitutional essentials, “leaving most other political questions … widely open” (Kim 2016: 74). Political liberalism would limit social pursuit of Confucian “perfectionist” aims only when they violate fundamental democratic principles of fairness, respect, and equality, allowing society to remain substantively Confucian as well as allowing social organizations to freely pursue Confucian aims limited only by considerations of basic justice. This is the minimum position that might be granted Confucianism within political liberalism, and yet it clearly allows for a robust role of Confucian values in shaping social life. Like Kim, however, I am not sure it is enough. I expect the particular values citizens hold ought to shape the political and not merely nonpolitical dimensions of a society. Is this possible within political liberalism?
Perhaps the political and legal application of liberal political principles can be responsive to cultural particularity, taking into account people’s values, moral sentiments, habits, mores, norms, and institutions of social life in reasoning regarding matters of basic justice. It may be difficult to see how such responsiveness is possible within political liberalism for two reasons. Firstly, Rawls affirms a particular conception of justice that includes a list of basic equal liberties explicitly drawn from Western liberal democratic tradition, and is moreover skeptical that there could be large variation among the basic rights and liberties of “free regimes” (Rawls 2005: 228). Secondly, and more importantly, Rawls argues that rights and liberties may be considered only by reference to the political values of justice. How then could the Confucian character of society shape their bearing on political and legal decision-making?
Rawlsian public reason applies principles of justice, which are quite abstract. Guiding this application are only considerations of basic justice, which do not shift from one particular culture to another. Yet the matters at hand, to which political decision-making and legal rulings are applied, are always composed of concrete factors inherently tied to particular cultural conditions. Thus rights themselves may remain unaffected, with political values the only normative reference guiding their application, yet their negotiation of matters in which people hold Confucian values and instantiate these values in their practices, associations, and institutions may differ in important ways from how they negotiate comparable matters in a different culture. That is to say, basic rights and liberties are abstract moral guides and their application in public reason should be substantively shaped by the particular conditions of the society and issues to which they are applied.
In the third and fourth chapters of Public Reason Confucianism, Kim illustrates the need for legal reasoning to properly address concrete situations shaped by particular cultural values and traditional social institutions. He shows the shortcomings of liberal legal reasoning, and the superiority of PRC’s integration of liberal and Confucian considerations in legal reasoning, in dealing with matters deeply rooted in Korean tradition. As the practical role of public reason is most fully exemplified in judicial legal reasoning (Rawls 2005: VI:6), Kim argues that this shows a different form of public reason is needed. But perhaps the failure was not of the form of public reason, but rather of the misapplication of liberal principles in the process of public reasoning. That is, perhaps the public reasoning here was simply public misreasoning.
This possibility is important because it allows us to retain liberalism’s deep affirmation of the pillars of free democratic society while also avoiding “hegemony of liberalism” in East Asian cultures. Recognizing that one must take into account the substantively Confucian character of a situation when determining what equal rights to equal liberties entail, for instance, may allow liberal public reason to accommodate and politically recognize—rather than hegemonize—Confucian conceptions of the good. It does this, moreover, without allowing Confucian values to alter the scope and character of rights themselves. Let us revisit Kim’s example in describing his vision:
… in a Confucian democratic society where citizens generally cherish filial piety as one of the most important moral virtues, and thus the state is permitted (by its citizens) to promote it publically, both the moral contents of core democratic rights and liberties such as freedom of expression and right to the pursuit of happiness and the public understanding of to what extent such rights and liberties can enjoy public protection are qualitatively different from those of a society where filial piety has no salient public value. (Kim 2016: 98)

Why must the state be interested in promoting filial piety rather than interested in responding to its citizens’ value of filial piety, and why must rights themselves change rather than merely respond to this value within their concrete application?
I suspect Kim would resist this alternative option because he has loftier ambitions for Confucianism’s role on the political level:
Likewise, in a society where values like filial piety and ritual propriety are socially cherished and publicly promoted, the very conception of the state becomes radically different from that which we find in a liberal society – the state is deemed not so much as the outcome of (hypothetical) social contract but as kind of a family writ large in which citizens see (as well as feel) themselves as related through familial ties. (Kim 2016: 98, emphasis in original)

Kim wants to reconceive the nature of citizens’ ties to the state. He gives the further example of freedom of expression, identifying the liberal conception of personhood, pluralism, and associational freedom as important elements underlying the liberal basis for this freedom. In the Confucian “nationally extended family” in contrast, “where ‘I’ is understood in relational terms … the value of freedom of expression is appreciated and exercised differently than in liberal society” (Kim 2016: 99). If he desires to capture Confucian conceptions of person and society in a manner that informs the nature of rights and public reason, a constructivist approach to revising the political conception may be able to achieve this in a way that maintains liberal public reason’s formal instantiation of equal freedom.
4.2 Alternative Two: Constructivist Confucian Public Reason
The second alternative is to formulate CPR in the robust constructivist manner by which Rawls formulates liberal public reason. Rawls’s constructivism begins from a liberal conception of the person as possessing two moral powers: the capacity for a sense of justice and the capacity to determine and pursue a conception of the good. He refers to these dual powers as persons’ “highest-order interests” and models them in the “original position,” through which he establishes the principles of justice (Rawls 2005: 289–334). Parties in the original position select these principles over others motivated by which best supports the exercise of their moral powers. This determination, as Rawls describes it, occurs “only in the light of a conception of person given in advance” (Rawls 2005: 308). Rawls’ public reason consists in applying these principles of justice, and is thus established “on a shared public conception of justice appropriate to the conception of citizens in a democratic state as free and equal persons” (Rawls 2005: 304).
Yet as mentioned above, Rawls does not hold that all persons’ public reason consists in application of his principles of justice, but rather in the application of what a person “sincerely regards as the most reasonable political conception of justice” (Rawls 2005: 450). Since Rawls constructs his principles of justice from the original position, a version of the initial situation of construction appropriate or unique to his form of liberalism, Confucian public reason might similarly construct principles from a Confucian initial situation based in its own conception of person.16 This allows one to derive Confucian principles of equal liberty directly from the conception of equal moral personhood Kim identifies in the Mengzi. A CPR constructed in this way could moreover be recognizably liberal, as well as Confucian, since Rawls accepts many liberalisms offering many forms of public reason (Rawls 2005: 450),17 and may still instantiate equal liberty. In this way, modern elements of liberalism—“rights, liberties, and opportunities”—which Kim includes in PRC and which cannot be derived directly from traditional Confucianism, may be grounded in a traditional Confucian conception of moral personhood by way of a constructivist approach.
I am not exactly certain what form such construction might take, or what kind of principles it would give rise to. Rawls models the two moral powers in the original position, identifying their exercise with liberal democratic citizens’ “highest-order interests”—what type of moral personhood and highest-order interests might a Confucian initial situation, based in the interests of an identifiably Confucian democratic citizen, model?
Perhaps a Confucian would replace the first power of moral personality, a sense of justice, with a sense of familial care and its capacity for extension. Perhaps parties to the Confucian initial situation would then view themselves as members of a large family in which relations are reciprocal yet certain relations closer and possessing more immediate importance than others. This might represent a Confucian sense of moral equality by giving each party equal say in deliberation over the principles of justice, but viewing each as the center of a web of relations valued unequally commensurate with distance from others but granting a minimum value to even the most attenuated relations.18 I am not sure quite what principles of justice such an adjustment to the conditions of the original position would produce. It is entirely possible that it would shift the character and scope of rights and freedoms in ways comparable to what Kim describes in PRC. However, the design of the Confucian initial situation would ideally ensure that these shifts retain conditions that produce principles of equal liberty.
Perhaps the Confucian initial situation would model a third power of moral personality, the capacity to recognize and esteem virtue in oneself and in others. This power might also include a corresponding desire to increase virtue in oneself and others.19 We might call this a sense of virtue. It would have to be understood in light of the web of relations described above as modeling graded care.
Perhaps Confucian parties to the construction do not affirm principles of justice at all, but rather principles of humaneness. We may see humaneness as the first virtue of public institutions, and we may see grounds for it in each person’s inherent heart-mind of virtue (Mencius 2A6, 6A6), which generates a vision of reciprocity among free, equal, and mutually interested (rather than mutually disinterested) members of society. If this virtue consists in mutual care and respect for others, and in showing this respect in ways communicable through (but also critical of) established social customs and norms, the principles of humaneness could be deeply Confucian but also recognizably instantiate equal individual liberty and qualify as liberal.
Such a vision might strike one as ridiculous, but it is not clear that it would be necessarily more absurd than the Rawlsian original position’s modeling of the two moral powers. Nor does it seem to contain elements that a liberal would necessarily contest: it is consistent with much moral, ethical, and political theory to presume that caring for others is inherently human, and that this care is stronger and prioritized for those close to you. It is not inconceivable that this could shape political relations in a way consistent with equal freedoms while viewing everyone, equally, as rightly caring about closer relations more than others. What I suggest is that a Confucian political perspective recognizes the moral equality of each person as the mutually interested center of their unequal webs of relations, and therefore engages in public reason by deliberating from principles of humaneness that reflect that each person, so conceived, is of equal importance.
Such a construction, moreover, presents the kind of strength Gerald Gaus identifies in building up rights and public reason from the “positive morality” of a society (in this case, the Confucian values of East Asian culture):
It is by connecting human rights to the underlying values and conceptions of the person in a social order that they become real ways of interacting, rather than simply external criticisms, say, by liberal interventionists, who claim, perhaps correctly, to know better than other peoples. (Gaus 2015: 1090)

We should recognize that a Rawlsian conception of public reason demands this kind of coherence or completeness: Rawls requires us “first to work to the basic ideas of a complete political conception and from there to elaborate its principles and ideals” if we are to establish “an adequate framework of thought in the light of which the discussion of fundamental political questions can be carried out” (Rawls 2005: 455).
The above presents merely two general possibilities selected from a rich array of options that present themselves. For example, one might instead look to other conceptions of public reason from which to develop a CPR, such as that of Jürgen Habermas’s discourse theory of deliberative democracy (McCarthy 1994; Habermas 1995; Larmore 1999), or Gerald Gaus’s conception of public reason as social morality and essential for social coordination (Gaus 2011). One might also develop on the notion of Confucianism as a partially comprehensive form of Confucianism, which Rawls suggests may align with liberal principles.20 Or alternatively, a revised comprehensive Confucianism may form overlapping consensus with liberal public reason and mitigate the tension between liberal principles and Confucian values, or even serve as the basis of a Confucian ethical liberalism. I elsewhere propose a Confucian basis for affirming the value of liberal principles via their practical function in fostering human flourishing (Carleo III 2020). That proposal is based in Li Zehou’s construal of the challenge of modern Chinese society in terms parallel to Kim’s understanding of the challenge of Confucian democracy, and in Li’s proposal for adapting liberal democratic principles to culturally Confucian Chinese society (see Li 2016: 1133–39, 2018: 205–210, 221–24). The richness of possibilities for addressing the complex and important challenges of Confucian justification for modern democratic institutions that Kim has raised indicates the valuable potential of this line of inquiry. I do not know if any of these options are truly viable, but they and other possibilities deserve continued exploration considering the complexity of the issue and importance of what is at stake. I laud Kim’s contribution to this endeavor, and look forward to the continuing broader discussion it has sparked.
5 Conclusion
I have described the challenge that PRC and CPR face regarding the issue of equal liberty. My reading of Kim is that he aims to reveal the indistinctness of the labels comprehensive and perfectionist—their “porous” nature—so as to show that we may legitimately substitute or complement the substantive values underlying political liberalism’s public reason with Confucian values, and thereby establish and endorse public promotion of Confucian through democratic public reason. Kim aims at this because he recognizes the value and not merely the fact of democratic liberal institutions and principles of political justification in East Asia, which provide important protections against abuse of power and political coercion, but at the same time sees certain liberal values as a threat and themselves coercive to certain cherished ways of life. I have suggested alternatives by which Kim might achieve his aims without endangering equal democratic liberty, as the forms of CPR and PRC he presents do. I do so because his project is valuable, and with certain modifications, may even more strongly support the pursuit of free democratic society in Confucian culture.
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Footnotes
1Kim seems to use “liberal” public reason to refer principally to public reason in John Rawls’s political liberalism, and I follow his usage herein.

 

2A more precise and robust elaboration of what is at stake with Confucian democracy in Korea, and the opposition between traditional Korean Confucian values and the forms of liberalism exerting political and cultural influence in Korea, is found in Kim (2014: Ch 9).

 

3Rawls states that a political conception “is, of course, a moral conception,” meaning “its content is given by certain ideals, principles and standards; and that these norms articulate certain values” (Rawls 2005: 11). Charles Larmore more deeply affirms the moral basis of political liberalism, arguing that recognition of this moral basis—in a principle of equal respect for persons—of its conception of justice and reasonable justification is both in line with Rawls and affirms the freestanding nature of the political in relation to comprehensive moral doctrines (Larmore 1996: 136–38, 145–50, 1999). Thus, fairness in A Theory of Justice “forms an irreducibly moral notion” carried forward in political liberalism’s public reason (Larmore 2003: 369).

 

4Rawls identifies Joseph Raz and Ronald Dworkin as representative of such “ethical liberalism” (Rawls 2005: 135n1). Jonathan Quong and John Tomasi include Will Kymlicka in this group, as well (Quong 2010: 22; Tomasi 2001: 4), which is supported by Rawls (2005: 27n29).

 

5In constructing the contractual affirmation of the principles of justice, members of Rawls’s democratic society regard themselves as free in the sense that (i) “they conceive of themselves and of one another as having the moral power to have a conception of the good” and (ii) “they regard themselves as self-authenticating sources of valid claims” (Rawls 2001: I:7.4–5). This sense of personal freedom leads them to prioritize liberties: “The members of [a well-ordered democratic] society are, and view themselves as, free and equal moral persons… . The original position is specified to embody the appropriate reciprocity and equality between persons so conceived; and given that their fundamental aims and interests are protected by the liberties covered by the first principle, they give this principle priority.” (Rawls 1999: 475)

 

6This affirmation of free and equal citizenship is captured in both liberal individualism and liberal neutrality, which are largely intertwined (Kymlicka 1989: 883, 904–905): both instantiate considerations of equality, including equal individual moral personhood, respect for which strongly supports democratic values, and equal claim to personal determination and pursuit of the good (compatible with the equal liberty of others). PRC is thus consistent in jettisoning individualism along with neutrality (Kim 2016: 96, 99).

 

7In A Theory of Justice, Rawls describes a “thin theory” of the good that “is necessary to support the requisite premises from which the principles of justice are derived” (Rawls 1999: 349). He later moves away from this way of describing things in order to bracket his theory as purely political, but continues to characterize both political conceptions and conceptions of the good as moral.

 

8For example, Confucian political theory aims to “make intelligible and express publicly” core Confucian values “in the face of the global hegemony of rights-based individualism” (Kim 2016: 70); Confucian people struggle for national self-determination “in the face of the global hegemony of liberalism” (Kim 2016: 103); and there is also “the inevitable price that a Confucian democratic people will have to pay in order to maintain and reproduce the collective way of life that they value in the face of the global hegemony of liberalism” (Kim 2016: 104).

 

9Mill argues for democracy, in On Representative Government, Ch. III, on the grounds that it optimally provides conditions necessary to personal development; thus while he justifies democracy and individual liberty on the same perfectionist utilitarian grounds, the two arguments are conceptually independent. Moreover, Mill characterizes democracy as a potentially grave threat to individual liberty in On Liberty.

 

10Rawls places both types of liberty among the basic liberties secured under the first principle of justice, which include: “political liberty (the right to vote and to hold public office) and freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person, which includes freedom from psychological oppression and physical assault and dismemberment (integrity of the person); the right to hold personal property and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure as defined by the concept of the rule of law” (Rawls 1999: 53).

 

11The integration of these two forms of liberty in liberal priority of the right is traceable at least back to Kant. “Every action which by itself or by its maxim enables the freedom of each individual’s will to co-exist with the freedom of everyone else in accordance with a universal law is right” (Kant 1991: 133, emphasis in original). The law of right, furthermore, “entails the authority to apply coercion to anyone who infringes it,” which affirms coercion but only in the name of protecting equal freedom of the will (Kant 1991: 134). In political liberalism the role of the right in protecting equal freedom of the will is developed to provide a set of political norms upholding conditions for individual and communal pursuit of the good within social spheres of free association—a robust realm in which nonpublic reason reigns. On Kant’s demand for the politically free exercise of public reason and its relationship with tolerance see O’Neill (1989).

 

12Hobbes views humans as equal, and also equally incapable of rational agreement—thereby affirming postulates akin to Rawls’s burdens of judgment. On this basis he establishes the need for public reason without valuing personal freedom. As a result, Hobbes’s affirmation of equality supports public promotion and enforcement of the arbitrary, illiberal, and entirely undemocratic public reason of the sovereign (see Gauthier 1995: 31–33).

 

13J. S. Mill’s On Liberty provides classic examples of arguments to this effect.

 

14It may, in fact, be as central to liberal democracy as East Asian democracy. John Tomasi points out, for example, that many citizens of liberal democracies “will consistently object to the state coercively enforcing liberal strictures against them,” including “the justificatory foundation of the public decision-making system itself, a foundation made up of an autonomy-affirming philosophy of life that they themselves reject for moral reasons.” He also notes Rawls sees this issue “as arising internally to his own argument for justice as fairness” since justification must “matter to citizens in a first-personal and moral way” (Tomasi 2001: 5).

 

15Kim also paints a similar vision of PRC at some points, for example, in PRC “traditional Confucians (for instance, members of the clan organizations in Korea) can continue their traditional way of life by resorting to their constitutional right to freedom of association” (Kim 2016: 97). This seems equally true of political liberalism. Kim’s distinction between liberalism and PRC on this point seems to be precisely that the latter adjudicates public issues by CPR rather than liberal public reason. For example, that PRC “would only attempt to regulate and rectify gender equality that degrades women’s public standing and rights” aligns with political liberalism, but PRC “stipulates that what constitutes injury to women’s ‘public’ standing should be determined not by some putative universal principle but in light of Confucian public reason” (Kim 2016: 97).

 

16Tongdong Bai has suggested something like this general approach: “A Confucian can criticize Rawls for taking too much away in the veil of ignorance. For example, we can add some abstract social features to the individuals behind the veil of ignorance, such as the desire for social stability and the knowledge that a stable family is important to maintain such stability.” In this way, moreover, we see that the difference between Rawls and Confucians “is not really a difference between an individualism-based, value-neutral philosophy and a community-based philosophy that recognizes the role of the government in promoting certain values. Instead, the difference lies in how many values a government should be allowed to promote. This is a difference in degree, not in kind.” (Bai 2018: 27) Bai here correctly notes that Rawls’s method allows one to shift the scope of political values by altering the content of the initial situation, and suggests that a Confucian would be inclined to make such revision.

 

17Rawls gives three criteria for a political conception qualifying as liberal: (1) That it specifies basic rights, liberties, and opportunities familiar to democratic regimes; (2) That it assigns these special priority over the general good and perfectionist values; and (3) That it endorses measures assuring adequate means of effectively using basic liberties and opportunities to all (Rawls 2005: 223). I see no major obstacle to constructing principles fitting these criteria from an initial situation informed by Confucianism in someway similar to those I suggest below. Kim however may reject such a project since it would abandon perfectionist ambitions of the form he desires.

 

18Mencius 1A7, 2A6. There is broad recognition of Mencius’ emphasis on extension of the self to others (tui ji ji ren 推己及人) and the corresponding gradation of love in Confucian ethics (ai you chadeng 愛有差等). Fei Xiaotong describes this extension by analogy to concentric circles loosing amplitude as they ripple outward (Fei 2008: 30). Liang Qichao also puts it nicely: “Fellow-feeling is common to all men; but as self stands at the centre, the intensity of the assertion of fellow-feeling in human relations depends upon the length of the radii of the surrounding circles” (Liang 1930: 42). Tu Weiming writes, “Self-cultivation [in Confucianism] can very well be understood as the broadening of the self to embody an ever-expanding circle of human relatedness… . The concentric circles that define the self in terms of family, community, country, and the world are undoubtedly social groups, but, in the Confucian perspective, they are also realms of selfhood that symbolize the authentic human possibility for ethicoreligious growth” (Tu 1985: 57–58). See also Chong (2007: Ch 4).

 

19Analects 6.30: “The person of consummate virtue, wishing to establish himself, seeks also to establish others; wishing to enlarge himself, seeks also to enlarge others,” trans. adapted from James Legge, with emendations.

 

20PRC invokes a partially comprehensive form of Confucianism (Kim 2016: 35, 52–53). In arguing for the independence of political values of justice from comprehensive doctrines, Rawls describes a partially comprehensive view that aligns with political liberalism, in which political and nonpolitical values are not systematically unified and in which political values normally outweigh conflicting nonpolitical values (Rawls 2005: 145–46, 155). In such a view, “the political conception can be seen as part of a comprehensive doctrine but it is not a consequence of that doctrine’s nonpolitical values” (Rawls 2005: 155). As Kim has presented it, however, PRC’s Confucianism is not this type of partially comprehensive Confucianism (Kim 2016: 93, 104, 200).
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1 Introduction
After the publication of my first book Confucian Democracy in East Asia: Theory and Practice (Kim 2014), Confucian philosophers and political theorists questioned the Confucian credential of my vision of Confucian democracy—how “Confucian” it is, or more bluntly, whether the Confucianism in my political theory plays the role of a mere cheerleader for what is essentially a liberal democracy. Public Reason Confucianism, my second book, was in part motivated to offer a rejoinder to my critics by illuminating what kind of Confucianism on which my vision of Confucian democracy is predicated and how it is distinguished from the (various sorts of) traditional and fully comprehensive Confucianism that is strongly perfectionist, patriarchal, and androcentric, features that do not sit comfortably not only with pluralism that increasingly characterizes East Asian societies but also with core democratic principles such as popular sovereignty, political equality, and the right to political participation. The central goal of Public Reason Confucianism was to justify a robust form of Confucian constitutional democracy that is suitable to the societal context of East Asia, which is pluralist but remains significantly Confucian in its societal culture, by critically engaging with recent proposals for political meritocracy in Confucian political theory.
As a political liberal, Carleo shares with my Confucian critics the intuition that the democracy that public reason Confucianism aims to justify is essentially a liberal democracy and asks whether, despite my explicit commitment to Confucianism (democratic Confucianism more accurately), my vision of Confucian democracy is inviolably liberal or fully consistent with the core assumptions of public reason liberalism, specifically a version advanced by Rawls. I must admit that there is indeed something genuinely interesting yet odd about Carleo’s liberal critique of public reason Confucianism, not because he does not appreciate the distinctive characteristics of my democratic Confucianism (what I call public reason Confucianism), which is totally fine, but because he relocates my project on the Rawlsian terrain and evaluates it from a particular normative perspective provided by Rawlsian political liberalism, though I never present public reason Confucianism as a Rawlsian liberal theory.1 Two questions arise immediately: is Carleo’s Rawlsian critique of public reason Confucianism plausible? And would the Rawlsian political liberal reconstruction of public reason Confucianism enhance a democracy in East Asian societies that are of Confucian heritage?
2 Why the Rawlsian Critique of Public Reason Confucianism?
It seems that Carleo’s Rawlsian critique is motivated by the fact that public reason Confucianism as a specific form of Confucian democratic perfectionism is constructed using the philosophical apparatus of public reason, which is commonly affiliated with political liberalism. According to Rawls, the liberal conception of political legitimacy is attained only if democratic citizens, who equally exercise and are also equally subject to coercive power, engage with one another through the use of public reason, which is strictly concerned with basic rights, liberties, and opportunities—the so-called “constitutional essentials”—and thus decoupled from any kind of comprehensive doctrine including comprehensive liberalism, such as those developed by Kant, Mill, or Rawls himself in his earlier work A Theory of Justice. Applying only to the basic structure of constitutional democracy or its constitutional essentials, in the Rawlsian framework, public reason enables citizens to have a shared conception of political justice while allowing a variety of reasonable comprehensive doctrines in the background culture of civil society to flourish as long as they respect the political limits imposed by public reason.
With this much recapitulation of Rawls’s political liberalism, it should be clear that public reason, which Rawls employs as the philosophical tool to ensure state neutrality, is inherently or logically associated with the liberal conception of political legitimacy. Here, however, we should not forget Bernard Williams’s insight that there can be many competing forms of political legitimacy insomuch the so-called Basic Legitimation Demand obtains (Williams 2005). As Williams rightly notes, liberal legitimacy does not exhaust the entire normative terrain of political legitimacy, as it is only one particular mode of political legitimacy. Then, the question is whether a particular account of political legitimacy that relies on “public reason” can be separated from liberal legitimacy, as it is understood quite narrowly in political liberalism, and reconceived as an instrument of democratic perfectionism in the non-liberal societal context, which I understand as “a normative political theory that justifies public promotion of particular cultural values in the service of democratic citizenship under the normative constraints of core democratic principles” (Kim 2016: 18).
Public reason Confucianism is a particular kind of Confucian democratic perfectionism, focused on a constellation of Confucian cultural values and aimed at developing Confucian democratic citizenship in the East Asian societies that are of Confucian heritage. In public reason Confucianism, public reason is not independent of Confucian values, mores, and moral sentiments, which combine to constitute the moral ethos of civil society in tandem with liberal rights and democratic principles to which the regime is (or may be) formally committed. Rather, Confucian public reason as the shared reason of democratic citizenry is constituted through complex and ceaseless cultural negotiations between liberal rights and democratic principles on the one hand and Confucian values and cultural practices on the other in various informal and formal public forums, rendering the Confucianism in question, which tends to be fully comprehensive with all its nondemocratic characteristics (gender inequality for instance), into only a partially comprehensive Confucianism that is sufficiently liberal, intelligibly Confucian, and robustly democratic. In short, public reason Confucianism aims to create a Confucian-democratic citizenship and, accordingly, it aims to articulate the Confucian-democratic account of legitimacy in a way suitable to the contemporary East Asian context, which is qualitatively different from the American liberal democratic context by which Rawls’s political liberalism (Rawls 1993) is inspired and from which his so-called “neutral” and purely “political” philosophical concepts are derived.
I admit that this way of constructing public reason as grounded in what I call partial comprehensive Confucianism significantly distinguishes public reason Confucianism (and my vision of Confucian democracy in general) from political liberalism, at the core of which lies the separation between “the public” and “the social (or the private),” between the basic structure and the background culture of civil society, and “the political” and “the comprehensive.” However, this is precisely the point. Public reason Confucianism is not a political liberal project; it is a perfectionist project whose goal is to justify a democracy that is politically practicable and culturally relevant in East Asia’s Confucian yet pluralist societal context. Unlike political liberalism, the goal of public reason Confucianism is not to achieve a perfect congruence between public culture and constitutionalism via (a liberal) public culture (Kim 2018). Furthermore, it does not posit the fact of reasonable pluralism of a specific sort that emerged in the modern West after the Reformation and the wars of religion, which fundamentally altered the Western political landscape and moral discourse, as the only historical fact that whatever normative political theory ought to take for granted as its philosophical starting point, from which Rawls begins his otherwise highly abstract normative philosophical project (Rawls 1993: xxvi–xxvii).
What is quite surprising about Carleo’s commentary is that it pays virtually no attention to the political motivation behind public reason Confucianism or the East Asian societal context, which I argue requires a political theory that is plausible to ordinary men and women who aspire to govern themselves in a way meaningful to them. Whenever Carleo employs the term “political,” he means it to be “non-comprehensive” and/or “neutral” as intended by Rawls and a group of liberal anti-perfectionists inspired by him. The problem is that the Rawlsian sense of the “political” that Carleo uses does not refer to or come to grips with the term’s ordinary sense as best represented in an expression like “political conflict.” This is not accidental because in Rawls’s Political Liberalism we are repeatedly reminded of the problem of “moral disagreement” in a liberal democratic society marked by the fact of pluralism but we rarely, almost never, hear about political conflict. For Rawls (and for Carleo accordingly), the home for moral disagreement—more specifically, the disagreement among moral, philosophical, and religious comprehensive doctrines—is part of the “background” culture of civil society and “the political,” at the heart of which lies the overlapping consensus, is strictly limited to matters concerning the basic structure or constitutional essentials. In other words, for Rawls the political is to be completely insulated from the ordinary sense of the political.2
Public reason Confucianism is a political theory precisely in the ordinary sense. The underlying assumption of public reason Confucianism is that East Asia, a region that did not have the luxury of creating and developing its own constitutional structure, political system, and public identity from within their culture because of the various social, economic, and political pathologies that it endured in the past century, suffers a serious cacophony between its formal yet otherwise liberal (for some countries) institutional structures and the way that ordinary men and women interact with themselves, think about moral questions, and make important political and legal decisions, which is still deeply embedded in their shared Confucian culture despite the fact that they subscribe to diverse comprehensive doctrines as private individuals or as members of certain social associations. Public reason Confucianism aims to be a political theory that can help East Asians to overcome the disharmony between their formal political institutions (and the norms affiliated with them) and the Confucian culture that they broadly share by the use of a distinctive form of public reason, what I call Confucian public reason.
As Carleo rightly notes, what is central to the Rawlsian project is the priority of the right over the good, which is materialized in the normative framework of political liberalism in terms of the stark separation between political justice (derived in the original position) and comprehensive doctrines. Aiming to be relevant in radically different cultural, historical, and political contexts, however, public reason Confucianism rejects this foundational Rawlsian liberal premise and strives to find the most plausible way to ground political justice on the shared Confucian conception of the good life, even as it tries to modify or moderate the traditional Confucian conception of the good life to be consistent with democratic institutions, principles, and rights that are of the Western provenance. Put differently, while public reason Confucianism aims to be a political theory that is relevant in the East Asian context, Carleo shows no interest in that very context, which is what makes public reason Confucianism politically relevant, and instead asks why it deviates from or violates Rawls’s foundational normative premises.
This is not to say that Carleo cannot critique public reason Confucianism from the Rawlsian standpoint. In fact, since public reason Confucianism develops its normative political theory primarily by reconstructing Rawls’s idea of public reason, it is only reasonable for a political liberal to critically examine whether I reconstruct public reason in the service of a new normative framework, public reason perfectionism, in a way that is philosophically plausible. For such criticism to lead to a constructive intellectual engagement, however, the following questions are worth bearing in mind. Is the sociological premise of public reason Confucianism, regarding Confucian culture and the (East Asian) fact of pluralism, sound?3 Does the Rawlsian liberal critique give sufficient attention to public reason Confucianism’s sociological premise and political motivation? How does public reason Confucianism develop the idea of public reason differently from the way it is conceived in political liberalism? Does Confucian public reason fulfill its intended normative role within the democratic political theory of public reason Confucianism? Public reason Confucianism is susceptible to criticism on each of these grounds. Unfortunately, these are not the questions that guide Carleo’s critique, which is mainly concerned with Confucian public reason’s “divergence from liberal public reason,” although as shall be shown shortly, he does raise an important question regarding the normative standing of “basic rights and liberties” in public reason Confucianism, values I take seriously in reinventing traditional un-democratic Confucianism into public reason Confucianism as a specific version of democratic Confucianism. Even here, however, Carleo’s main contention is to point out that in public reason Confucianism the normative standing of rights and liberties is at risk because of its deviation from political liberalism which stipulates rights and liberties on a firm normative ground.
Not surprisingly, therefore, Carleo does not discuss what kind of Confucianism is entailed by public reason Confucianism, how it is different from traditional Confucianism that was actually practiced in East Asian societies, how democratic it is, and whether it can be acceptable to citizens in East Asia given the specific mode of pluralism that increasingly defines their individual and associational lives. Nor does he discuss why liberal pluralism must be embraced by East Asians, whose political histories and contemporary political contexts are radically different from those that which created or undergird mature liberal democracy, on the assumption of which the normative theory of political liberalism is premised.4 Carleo’s normative standard is Rawlsian political liberalism and he wants to fit public reason Confucianism, which has a distinctive political agenda, into the abstract normative framework of public reason liberalism, which prioritizes the right over the good, by completely dismissing both Rawls’s own concern about the problem of stability in the American context (Barry 1995) and public reason Confucianism’s democratic aspirations. However, it is one thing for a critic to raise a question about the internal coherence or practical plausibility of a political theory, and it is quite another to criticize a political theory for failing to live up to the core premises of a different political theory he cherishes without taking into account what the theory aims to achieve. The result is an infelicitous cross-purpose, which makes it extremely challenging to have a productive engagement with Carleo toward building a better version of public reason Confucianism or Confucian democratic theory in general.
3 Illiberal Democracy?
The first part of Carleo’s commentary focuses on how public reason Confucianism deviates from political liberalism and in doing so how unfair my criticism of Rawls is. Carleo’s major discontent here has to do with my criticism of Rawls for opening a “backdoor” for the possibility of public reason perfectionism in acknowledging moral disagreement regarding the context of public reason. Carleo’s key claim is that I am mistaken in presenting the moral disagreement in question as a fundamental or comprehensive disagreement about the conception of the good life instead of seeing it as a “distinctively political disagreement.” This is a question that has long captivated many contemporary political theorists. Here I would like to say two things: first, that I am not alone in finding Rawls’s political liberalism not only internally unstable but also verging on (liberal or democratic) perfectionism (Galston 1991: 148; Mulhall and Swift 2003), and, second, that the “distinctively political disagreement” only makes sense within Rawls’s “moral conception” of the political. Since Carleo and I hold two incommensurable conceptions of “the political,” the question boils down to a rather practical one of which conception is more relevant to contemporary East Asian societies, given that their historical trajectory is radically different from that of Western Europe and North America.
That being said, I have several comments to make on Carleo’s presentation of public reason Confucianism as essentially endorsing an illiberal democracy. To begin, consider the following statements where I stipulate three of the six propositions of public reason Confucianism:

P3: In a Confucian society, all citizens are equal to one another qua public citizens and together they exercise popular sovereignty. (The public equality proposition).




P4: The Confucian (democratic) state respects constitutional rights held by its citizens, among others, the rights to religious freedom, freedom of conscience, freedom of expression, and freedom of association; thus the state has no desire either to suppress value plurality in civil society or to elevate Confucianism as the state religion. (The democratic pluralism proposition).



P5: Confucian public reason refers to the reason of democratic citizens in a Confucian society and it is rooted in Confucian mores, habits, and moral sentiments such as, but not limited to, filial piety and ritual propriety; it delineates the legitimate boundary of state action and provides moral content (which is open for public contestation) for basic rights, duties, and liberties. (The Confucian public reason proposition) (Kim 2016: 88).

As noted earlier, at the core of Carleo’s discontent is the problems (as he sees them) that the propositions of public reason Confucianism are stipulated independently and therefore that P3, stipulating public equality, does not undergird P4 on a firm normative ground, thereby weakening the egalitarian basis of basic liberties. In Carleo’s view, P5 further erodes the normative foundation of equal liberties because it subjects the content of basic liberties to cultural negotiation with Confucian values. All the more problematic, as Carleo sees it, while P3 underpins political liberty (more specifically, the right to political participation), P4, via P5, critically undermines personal liberties, without the firm security of which political liberty can hardly be protected. Ultimately, then, what is at stake is whether Carleo’s assumption is correct, that P5 critically undermines equal protection of personal liberties.
It is difficult to understand why “revising the content of basic rights and liberties” to be suitable to East Asia’s cultural, historical, and political context should be a problem. Apparently, Carleo believes that East Asians must uphold the same freedoms of conscience, expression, speech, and association, as developed by the Westerners in their distinctive modern historical contexts, most importantly, the Reformation and the wars of religion as identified by Rawls. But is it not the case that, for instance, the American understanding of such basic freedoms can hardly be intelligible without considering the troubled history that the American people have undergone as “liberal democrats” or their deep religious, racial, and political divisions? Does Carleo believe that the way East Asians conceptualize such rights and the way they adjudicate the conflict of rights must be identical to what American judges and justices do in the liberal courts? Now, Carleo asserts that “[t]he points of agreement with Rawls from which Kim begins also constitute points of agreement with Hobbes’s non-democratic public reason” (Carleo 112). That is, public reason Confucianism may promote public justification via public reason but the public reason in question (i.e., Confucian public reason) may not be distinctively democratic in form.
As Carleo rightly notes, this criticism makes sense only if public reason Confucianism “has abandoned protection on equality of personal freedoms” and “allows the enjoyment of personal liberties by some at the expense of the personal liberties of others” (Carleo 111). Nowhere in Public Reason Confucianism, however, do I make this problematic claim. Carleo seems to believe that if protection of basic rights does not conform to the Rawlsian prioritization of the right over the good or unless protection of basic rights is philosophically grounded in the moral conception of personhood that Rawls suggests, arguments for protection of basic rights are inevitably spurious or insincere, ultimately endorsing “an illiberal democratic system.” Here two points should be made. First, all of these philosophical conundrums have resulted from Carleo’s insufficient attention to P3 where I stipulate basic liberties not as “personal liberties” but as “constitutional rights.” What Carleo glosses over in distinguishing personal liberties from political liberty is the fact that I understand both the right to political participation and basic freedoms as the same species of “constitutional rights.”5 P3 only reinforces the citizenry’s equalitarian and democratic claim to these rights, rather than establishing an independent normative ground for the right to political participation at the expense of other basic rights and freedoms. Second, perhaps more importantly, Carleo’s misunderstanding of my normative claims seems to have also resulted from his failure to pay sufficient attention to my case studies in Chapters 3 and 4, where I articulate how Propositions 3, 4, and 5 can or ought to operate in the context of South Korea, arguably the most Confucian among the contemporary East Asian societies. In those chapters, I stressed the critical importance of transforming traditional fully comprehensive Confucianism, which is androcentric and patriarchal, into a democratic Confucianism that fully respects gender equality and freedom of association. It is difficult to understand how public reason Confucianism thus conceived can lead to an illiberal democracy, or, worse, a Hobbesian non-democracy.
Thus understood, Carleo’s argument that public reason Confucianism is stuck in a dilemma between its commitment to the liberal foundation of democracy and its political promotion of Confucian values, is hardly convincing, as there is in fact no dilemma. A dilemma arises when and only if its two horns are mutually incompatible—in the present context, if liberal-democratic rights, values, and principles are incompatible with Confucian values, mores, and moral sentiments. And yet, my central claim throughout the book has been to promote Confucian public reason, which, as I took pains to show in Chapters 3 and 4, is the outcome of the ceaseless negotiations between liberal and democratic values, on the one hand, and (traditional) Confucian values, on the other. As I noted elsewhere, this is a mistake commonly made by normative liberal theorists who approach a political theory apolitically and as a matter of analytic logic (“two comprehensive doctrines are by definition incommensurable!”) and pay no attention to the distinctive nature of the comprehensive doctrine under consideration, in this case Confucianism (Kim 2019a, b).
4 Confucian Initial Position?
Carleo proposes two alternatives—one that “insists that the application of liberal principles and public reason ought to be substantively shaped by the Confucian cultures of East Asian societies” and the other which relies on what he calls a “Confucian initial position,” the Confucian equivalent of Rawls’s original position, and produces, among many possibilities, “the principles of humaneness” behind the veil of ignorance (Carleo 113, 118).
With regard to his first alternative, Carleo finally considers Chapters 3 and 4 of Public Reason Confucianism and attempts to show that this alternative, which places Confucianism within the political liberal framework, is qualitatively different from what I delineated in those chapters as a specific form of public reason Confucianism. According to Carleo, there is an important philosophical difference between public reason Confucianism and his alternative in the sense that his alternative “take[s] into account the substantively Confucian character of a situation when determining what equal rights to equal liberties” and therefore “allow[s] liberal public reason to accommodate and politically recognize—rather than hegemonize—Confucian conceptions of the good … without allowing Confucian values to alter the scope and character of rights themselves” (Carleo 115). But can we take into serious account “the substantively Confucian character” of a society when determining rights to equal liberties without allowing Confucian values to alter the scope and character of those rights and liberties? Here Carleo, like some staunch Kantians, appears to believe in the immutable “forms” of basic rights and liberties that are beyond actual political circumstances, when all of the rights and liberties valorized by many Western liberals, including Rawls, are in fact the outcomes of the complex political history of the modern West—hence Benjamin Constant’s famous identification of “the liberties of the moderns.”
I find Carleo’s second alternative intriguing but unrealistic and less than democratic. I will have to reject it for the same reason that communitarian, democratic, and realist critics of Rawls reject the original position (Barber 1984; Walzer 1981; Geuss 2008). I would like to make just one point here. As Habermas powerfully noted, the biggest problem with the original position lies in the fact that the principles of justice derived from it do not undergo democratic deliberation among real citizens and they are essentially a philosopher’s transcendent fiat, a philosophic intervention in the political (Habermas 1998: 51–57). The very fact that Carleo is uncertain about what would constitute the first power of moral personality in the Confucian original position and what the principles of humanness look like powerfully demonstrates the nature of moral judgment that is subject to reasonable disagreement. The original position overcomes this moral and epistemic problem by positing a transcendent eye that can stipulate two moral powers of person and the principles of justice that are logically derived from them.
In contrast, public reason Confucianism allows open public deliberation on important public matters that affect all citizens without suggesting principles of justice (or humaneness) prior to such deliberation in both formal and informal public forums. The major difference between public reason Confucianism and Rawlsian liberalism, therefore, is that public reason Confucianism encourages citizens who subscribe to different moral, philosophical, and religious comprehensive doctrines to negotiate their pubic reasons (or reasoning) with Confucian mores, values, civilities, and moral sentiments that they broadly share under the pressing need of a collective will-formation, thereby producing laws and public policies that are meaningfully Confucian, robustly democratic, and moderately liberal. Public reason Confucianism is also distinguished from Confucian political meritocracy in which citizens are given no (or very limited) power and the right to govern themselves and the common good is largely determined (or identified) by the so-called “best and brightest.” In a different way here, Carleo’s Rawlsian suggestion is undemocratic, though it may be fully liberal.
5 Conclusion
Carleo presents a set of pointed criticisms at public reason Confucianism from a Rawlsian liberal perspective with a view to remaking its normative structure more explicitly committed to full and equal protection of rights and liberties. Though some of his criticisms seem more plausible for liberal perfectionism, and, particularly, moderate political perfectionism, even they (in addition to more positive comments) remind me of the critical importance of equal protection of basic rights and liberties in developing a contemporary Confucian political theory. I still believe that public reason Confucian can fully meet the challenges raised by Carleo but they certainly further encourage public reason Confucianism to be more robustly democratic. I welcome and appreciate this encouragement.
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Footnotes
1Compare Carleo’s liberal critique with Baldwin Wong’s (2019) similar Rawlsian antiperfectionist critique of public reason Confucianism. The major difference is while Wong raises a reasonable worry about the potential problems that he thinks are ineluctably associated with public reason Confucianism as a justificatory normative theory, the gist of Carleo’s criticism lies in his discontent with the extent to which I deviate from the Rawlisan normative framework and its negative philosophical implications.

 

2Precisely on this ground recent “political realists” of the West charge Rawls’s political theory for being a borderline moral theory (Geuss 2008; Mouffe 1993).

 

3This is the question raised by Li (2019), another political liberal critic of mine. Also see O’Dwyer (2019: ch. 7).

 

4See Ferrara (2014). Rawls says, “justice as fairness starts from within a certain political tradition and takes as its fundamental idea” (1993: 14, emphasis added).

 

5Please note that in making this argument in Public Reason Confucianism, I acknowledged my indebtedness to Brettschneider (2007) who presents basic rights as democratic (hence political) rights.
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1 Introduction
So distribution should undo excess
And each man have enough.
- Shakespeare, King Lear, 4.1.661

On the roads there are people dying of starvation, and [the king] does not know enough to distribute food. People die, and he says, “It was not I; it was the year.” How is this different from killing a person by stabbing him and then saying, “It was not I; it was the weapon”?
- Mencius 1A32

Distribution is a grave matter. In every age, and on every continent that there are human, resources will be needed, and distribution will be a problem. At times it can seem as easy as the rules of a game: whether we have $200 or $100 at the beginning of a monopoly game does not seem like a problem that should bother us at all. It turns into a heavy topic, however, when we realize that people suffer greatly for this. The problem of poverty that we all fear always seems to intimately tie with distribution, which makes any morally conscious agent think seriously whether there should be rules for the matter, and whether some of us should bear responsibility for that. The two quotes above, one from Shakespeare, one from Mencius, who come from radically different ages, cultures, and social structures, speak to some of our deepest convictions: that everyone should, at the very least, have enough, and that political leaders should do something to eradicate the terrible evil whose name is hunger. For an era as early as the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period (around 770–221 b.c.e.), it is quite obvious that poverty could not be non-existent. There is no surprise, then, if I claim that thinkers of the time who were concerned with the society thought about issues of distributive justice. Granted, their ideas might not be as sophisticated as those developed by contemporary giants such as John Rawls; but there should be certain overlap in moral conviction between us and ancient philosophers, if we find moral concepts such as equality so intuitively appealing. The purpose of this essay, then, is to try and flesh out some details of those specific overlaps in the literature of pre-Qin Confucian philosophers.
Erin Cline, in her Confucius, Rawls and the Sense of Justice, has given an excellent starting point. It is daring, but appreciable, that Cline has chosen Rawls, one of the most influential contemporary political philosophers (if not the single most influential), to compare with Confucius. The result of her comparison is undoubtedly refreshing and brings new light to both sides of the literature; Bryan Van Norden (2013) writes in reviewing the book, “it was a very pleasant surprise to discover that Erin Cline’s comparative study is nuanced, philosophically informed, Sinologically sound, and illuminating,” to which I say nothing in dissent. The main focus of the book—the sense of justice in both philosophers, as suggested by the title—is an interesting topic worth discussing, and a pursuit which brings insights to contemporary philosophers of both fields. I am, however, particularly interested in a topic that is, though not the center of spotlight in her book, related to this comparison, namely the matters of distributive justice in Confucianism. This essay is therefore best considered a standalone pursuit of Confucian distributive justice very much inspired by Cline’s writing, rather than simply a criticism of her work. 
Cline is aware that it is necessary to clarify the meaning of justice in Confucianism before talking about the sense of justice. Using the distinction of a concept and a conception of justice proposed by Rawls, the former of which is merely a formal definition such as “it is wrong to make arbitrary distinctions between persons in assigning the privileges and obligations they will have as members of society” while the latter is a specific understanding of the former (Rawls 1999: 5), Cline claims that Confucius has in mind this formal concept of justice, which is the target of a sense of justice.
[A] society can articulate an appreciation for the concept of justice without having a fully formed conception of justice. This is important for our purposes because in order to have a sense of justice, one must have a concept of justice. My discussion of what constitutes a sense of justice makes this clear, because in all of those cases in which one exhibits a sense of justice, one senses that something is wrong about those cases in which distinctions between persons have been determined arbitrarily. … In the Analects, an understanding of the concept of justice is implied in the discussions of the role a sense of justice plays in a humane and harmoniously functioning society. (Cline 2013: 201)

Despite the truth of what Cline says here, I argue that an investigation of the details of a Confucian conception of justice (which includes views on economic distribution) is still necessary for a thorough comparison of political philosophies; the fact that there is a concept of justice in Confucianism does not seem very informative for our project. This does not imply a deficit in Cline’s account, given that she has in mind the goal to identify formal similarities between the sense of justice in these traditions; it only serves as a reminder to myself and those who are interested in the more substantive comparison of Confucianism and the Western philosophical tradition.
What, specifically, are the formal definitions of a concept of justice? As Cline herself states,
[F]or Rawls, in order to have the concept of justice, a society’s institutions need to reflect only two basic beliefs: (1) Arbitrary distinctions between people should not determine what privileges and obligations they have as members of society, and (2) There should be a standard for determining who should enjoy the advantages of social life, and under what conditions. (Cline 2013: 201)

This, at best, can reflect impartiality and clarity of the rules of social institution. As noted by David Miller, however, impartiality means only that the rules are followed strictly without arbitrary interference of personal will (Miller 1995), which says nothing about the moral nature of the rules themselves and whether they are results of personal will. To give an example, a strictly racist society can have a concept of justice. Imagine one of their social rules is “People with dark skin color should be slaves, and white people should be the royal class.” If you see a black person suffering from medical disability and ask the public to at least provide some medical care for this person, they can tell you with some sincerity, “arbitrary distinctions such as his physical well-being should not determine what privileges and obligations he has; by our institutional rules, slaves do not receive medical care and it is unjust to change that merely for his disability.” This thought obviously fits Rawls’s definition of a concept of justice, and yet we find it disgusting. It might suffice to prove that Confucius has in mind a concept of justice if our aim is only to show that Confucius can be said to have a sense of justice; if we are to make comparisons, details of their conception of justice should be discussed, especially when it is quite obvious that that Confucian conception of justice is much closer to Rawls’s than to the racists’. Cline at one point says,
[Rawls’ distinction] allows us to see that the Analects clearly reflects an understanding of the concept of justice and a sense of justice, without having a fully developed theory of justice. (Cline 2013: 204)

Even though I agree with Cline here, note that the Confucian theory of justice may not be fully developed in the sense of being systematically written, but it should be comprehensive, in that it covers every decision to be made by an emperor. We would not expect Confucius to be unable to give ethical advice if he is asked by an emperor. It would be our job to flesh out the details of Confucian distributive convictions, which is the attempted mission of this paper.
If that is the case, how ought we to formulate a particular conception of justice on behalf of Confucius? Cline and Van Norden are correct to note the “lexical fallacy” that many authors such as Henry Rosemont and Ruiping Fan have committed in the interpretation of Confucian political philosophy: even if there is no single lexical term that corresponds to the Western concept of justice, it does not follow that there is no relevant theory of justice in Confucian thinking (Cline 2013: 13; Van Norden 2012; Rosemont 1999; Fan 2003). I wish to point out another potential misinterpretation of my intentions in this essay: just because this essay takes inspiration from Cline, who compares the Rawlsian and Confucian senses of justice, does not mean that that we should investigate (nor that I intend to investigate) whether Confucius’ assumptions in distributive justice match those of Rawls. There are many assumptions within Rawls, including his liberal democratic views, that can be isolated from his essential view on distributive justice. It may be true that Rawls’ theory of justice “presupposes liberal conceptions of persons and communities radically different from those in Confucianism” (Chan 2015: 161); but the same can be said for, say, socialism,3 and it would be ridiculous if we do not consider socialism to include a form of distributive justice just because we use Rawls as a strict point of reference. What truly matters in the discussion of justice in economic matters, I suggest, are the distributive ideals that Rawls or Confucius embrace, which include egalitarianism, prioritarianism, and sufficientarianism (e.g. Sen (1980), Parfit (2000), and Frankfurt (1987), respectively). Briefly speaking, egalitarianism stresses equality, prioritarianism stresses the priority of benefits to the less advantaged, and sufficientarianism stresses that everyone have enough. They are not necessarily mutually exclusive, which I shall explain in section 3. My point is, if we can show at the minimum that Confucianism (1) embraces some of these ideals and (2) thinks that the king (or someone else) should be responsible for achieving them, then it seems convincing enough to consider the relevant ideas part of Confucian distributive justice, even if the rules are not fair principles of cooperation set up for a “cooperative venture for mutual advantage” behind the “veil of ignorance” (Rawls 1999). Whether Rawls is an egalitarian or a prioritarian is subject to interpretation (Parfit 2000), but we do not necessarily need Rawls in our project upon this realization. Even if we remove Rawls from the equation, it is still possible to evaluate Confucian distributive principles through the three distributive ideals; and that is what I will do in the following. In section 2, I review Cline’s reading of certain texts in the Analects, and show that there are other possible interpretations not ruled out. By reading very closely into relevant passages, I try to categorize them and see what is implied by Confucius in distributive matters. I shall try to show that the Analects has given us insufficient insight regarding the matter, and it will be better if we consult Mencius and Xunzi, who are also pre-Qin Confucian philosophers. In section 3, then, I will argue against Joseph Chan (2015) that Confucian distributive justice can be characterized simply in terms of negative sufficientarianism, by clarifying the three distributive ideals, using passages from Mencius and Xunzi. I suggest, finally, that Confucianism may embrace equality and priority in addition to sufficiency.
2 Interpretation of the Analects
There is undoubtedly political thoughts in the Analects; according to Confucius, we are dealing with politics whenever we are living in the society and building relationship with others.
Turmoil, turmoil, said Jieni—the whole world’s that way, and who’s going to change it? Rather than following someone who shuns this person or that, wouldn’t it be better to follow one who shuns the world itself? Then he went back to breaking up the clods, never stopping.
Zilu returned and reported this to Confucius, who sighed and said, One cannot simply live with the birds and beasts. If I am not to join with my fellow men, who am I to join with? If the Way prevailed in the world, I would not try to change things. (Analects 18.6)4

It is then obvious that politics are inevitable for a person who does not live a secluded life, and Confucius’ vision is to make the society a better place. There are however different aspects of politics that are mentioned in the Analects that have nothing to do with what we are about to discuss in the following—for example criminal justice.5 Having in mind that matters of distribution are our focus, we need to search for chapters about wealth and poverty in the Analects. There are several types of such chapters, and I will discuss them accordingly.
i. The first type concerns the morality of wealth and poverty, stating that there are morally wrong behaviors, bu yi 不義, which should not be done in the process of seeking material gains. An example would be Analects 4.5:Wealth and eminence are what people desire, but if one can’t get them by means that accord with the Way, one will not accept them. Poverty and low position are what people hate, but if one can’t avoid them by means that accord with the Way, one will not reject them.

Quotes like this one simply state that morality overrides considerations of material wealth, that one cannot for example kill someone else for the gain of his own wealth or eminence. Interestingly, Cline says that this particular quote shows “Kongzi acknowledges the importance of considering the situation of the least advantaged members of society” (Cline 2013: 145), which I think is an over-interpretation. Indeed, Confucius admits the undesirability of a life in poverty, compared to some pre-modern thinkers who consider poverty “unimportant” or even “a blessing” (Fleischacker 2005), as mentioned by Joseph Chan (Chan 2015: 165). That, however, by itself implies nothing about considering the situation of the least advantaged members of society: we can perfectly despise a life in poverty while denying the responsibility of other members of the society to consider, let alone help, the poor. (Note that I am not implying any substantive interpretation of Confucius’ thought here; to say that Cline’s statement is an over-interpretation of this text is not to say that her statement is false. My point is merely about the implication we can draw from this particular statement, as it will be throughout section 2. The purpose of sorting quotes into types is to make very clear what conclusions we can draw from the texts and where we find such conclusions. As I shall show in discussions of subsequent types, I think Confucius does consider poverty something to be cared about per se.)
Another example of this type is found in Analects 8.13:The Master said, Entirely trustworthy, a lover of learning, faithful until death, exemplar of the Way, he never enters a state where there is peril, never remains in a state where there is disorder. When the Way prevails in the world, he appears; when the Way is lacking, he retires. When the state follows the Way, being poor and lowly is a cause for shame. When the state is without the Way, being rich and eminent is a cause for shame.

It might be again inferred that there are some occasions in which seeking material gain is a cause for shame, and this passage explicitly gives the example of gaining political power in a state without the Way. Although there is no explicit mention of political power in the quote, Confucius is obviously talking to the followers of his Way, in other words xuezhe 學者, not commoners like peasants or merchants. Given that he usually recommends those who follow his Way to serve as officials, telling them to “Study, and if you have time left over, hold public office” (Analects 19.13), it could be safely inferred that he is talking about political complicity as the cause for shame. Some might read the sentence “being poor and lowly is a cause for shame,” to the other extreme of passage 4.3, to mean that Confucius looks down on the least advantaged members of the society, which would be again an over-interpretation. First of all, as we have mentioned, Confucius is talking to the followers of his Way. The reason he expects them to at least not be poor and lowly is well described by Cline: “in a good state, virtuous persons will rise to positions of authority, and they should pursue and accept these positions willingly when a state has the Way” (Cline 2013: 146). For the masses who have not yet developed their virtue and capabilities, this sentence need not be read as putting the blame on them for their predicament. Secondly, even if this sentence describes commoners, there could still be room for distributive justice, as Confucius may consistently still find it necessary to help those who have “shamefully” lost their money, if they are so deprived that they could die from hunger.
As we can neither conclude from this type of quote that Confucius actively suggests caring for the least advantaged members of the society nor that he denies obligation to care for them, I suggest that they are not directly relevant to distributive justice. They are just descriptions of moral constraints on the pursuit of wealth, which are probably apparent in any institution: there must be at least some behavioral restrictions binding the agents. We should then seek passages that relate more closely to distributive ideals.
ii. The second type of quote addresses explicitly the problems of both poverty and equality, which I think is an important and correct starting point for our inquiry. In fact, there is only one such passage as far as I am aware, and it is worth close examination. This passage, Analects 16.1, is also highlighted by Cline. Due to its importance and its context, I find it necessary to quote the entire passage for the convenience of later discussion.
When the Ji family was about to attack Zhuanyu, Ran You (Ran Qiu), and Jilu (Zhong You) called on Confucius and reported that the Ji family was planning to move against Zhuanyu.
Confucius said, Qiu, are you going to make a mistake like this? Long ago the kings of former times charged Zhuanyu with the duty of conducting sacrifices to Mount Dongmeng. Moreover, it is located within our state and thus is a servant of our altars of the soil and grain. What reason could there be to attack it?
Ran You said, Our lord wishes to do so. Neither of us, his servants, wish it.
Confucius said, Zhou Ren had a saying: Show your ability, move into the ranks; if you can’t do that, then step aside. If you see your lord in danger and cannot support him, if you see him tottering and cannot prop him up, then of what use are you as his aides? And you are wrong in what you said. If the tiger or rhinoceros breaks out of its cage, if the tortoiseshell or jade lie broken in their box, whose fault is it?
Ran You said, Zhuanyu is at present heavily fortified and is located close to Bi. If we do not seize it now, it is bound to be a threat to our lord’s sons and grandsons.
Confucius said, The gentleman hates someone who won’t say outright that he favors a course and yet keeps offering reasons to support it. I have heard that a nation or a family does not worry that it has little but that that little is unevenly apportioned, does not worry that it is poor but that it is unstable. Because with equitable distribution there is no real poverty, with harmony, no real scarcity, with stability, no real peril. When such a situation exists, if neighboring people do not submit to your ruler, then enhance your culture and virtue and draw them to you, and once you have drawn them to you, offer them stability. Now you, Qiu and You, in assisting your lord to deal with neighbors who do not submit, are not following a course that will draw them to you. Instead, the state threatens to break apart, to collapse, and you cannot hold it together. And now you propose to resort to armed conflict within the state itself. I fear that the threat to the Ji family lies not in Zhuanyu but in what is taking place within its own walls!6

Cline stresses the importance of this passage and references it several times. Her reading of the passage is this:
This passage reflects a deep interest in the quality of life members of society have and recognizes how the distribution of wealth contributes to that quality. The term jun 均 means even, equal, adjusted, or uniform, and it carries the sense of keeping in order or in balance and dividing equitably, evenly, or impartially. This is the clearest passage where Kongzi indicates how he thinks society should be ordered with respect to questions of fair distribution … (Cline 2013: 133, emphasis added)

I agree with much of this reading, especially the first half (except for the words deep interest, as I shall explain below). It is however important that we do not jump to conclusions here for our project, to claim that Confucius cares about the problem of fair distribution, just because the term equitable distribution is mentioned. We can certainly say that it is a problem of distribution, but using the word fair would be assuming that Confucius cares about the ethics of distribution per se, which I think is at least not straightforwardly proven by this passage. What exactly can be inferred about the issue of poverty and equality from this passage needs careful reading.
Confucius’ explicit statement that “with equitable distribution there is no real poverty” is only one of the sentences of Confucius’ long speech concluding this passage, which begins with describing a particular behavior that a gentleman, junzi 君子, hates. Even though Confucius is always humble enough to say that he is not a gentleman, such as where he states, “The Way of the gentleman has three characteristics that are still beyond me” (Analects 14.30), we can still assume that he is expressing moral condemnation: in the name of the gentleman, he condemns his interlocuter for “not saying outright they favor a course and yet keeps offering reasons to support it.” The reason for which Confucius makes such a serious condemnation is important for our reading.
The people conversing with Confucius are Ran You and Zilu, who are disciples of Confucius and also in the service of Ji family (specifically of Ji Kangzi, a minister of the state of Lu) (Ch’ien 2008: 460).7 They ask advice from Confucius, as Ji plans to attack Zhuanyu 顓臾, a small region under Lu’s jurisdiction. This plan, to Confucius, represents a failure of these two in assisting the promotion of benevolent rule. In response, Ran You seems to be making an attempt to defend himself, explaining that the plan of attack is somehow justified by security concerns of Bi 費, a private land of Ji. We can see then Confucius’ condemnation is directed against Ran You’s defense (i.e. “favoring a course”) and his justification of (i.e. “offering reasons” for) Ji’s decision. Also, since we see Confucius’ outspoken objection towards the plan of attack before Ran You gives reasons, we can infer that Confucius is trying to both argue against Ran You’s justification and condemn his rationalization. From this, we see that the dialogue itself should have nothing to do with poverty and distribution, and the reference to these issues is better understood as part of Confucius’ argument against, and his condemnation of, Ran You.
Ran You’s claim is basically that there is a problem of security, which must be resolved by attacking. Confucius’ counterargument, I suggest, is made by drawing parallels to the problems of poverty, scarcity (of population) and peril (of the state), and giving appropriate solutions to each of them (equitable distribution, harmony and stability) (Ch’ien 2008: 462). This reading is validated by Confucius’ next sentence: Confucius is known to consider drawing people by virtue the appropriate way to deal with other states. He is condemning his disciples for not following the appropriate way, and even worse, for supporting wars in the name of their failure. I thus disagree with Cline’s reading that Confucius here expresses deep interest in the quality of life of members of the community. He might personally hold such a profound concern himself, but poverty is still just employed somewhat akin to a rhetorical device here; and this is even more true seeing that the three problems he draws parallel to are all different in nature. That said, this passage still provides important clues for our project. From this parallel relationship, we can infer some of Confucius’ views on poverty and distribution:	1.
Existence of poverty in a state (just like a security threat from another state) is an undesirable state of affairs.

 

	2.
Poverty is a problem (just like security) that a state has the necessity to deal with.

 

	3.
Equitable distribution (just like drawing people by virtue) can effectively dissolve the problem of poverty.

 

	4.
Equitable distribution (just like drawing people by virtue) is the morally desirable way to deal with the problem of poverty.

 



We can be rather sure that if a state is to launch a war on others on the name of poverty, by the parallel nature we have established between poverty and security, Confucius would still criticize his disciple in charge for “not saying outright they favor a course and yet keeps offering reasons to support it,” and argue that they should have recommended a policy of equitable distribution.
However, even after this close reading, questions still remain. What does Confucius mean by jun? How equal does it have to be? What if the state does not have enough to ensure everyone has an adequate amount after equal distribution? I shall, however, deal with only two critical questions for the assessment of Confucian distributive justice: (1) Is inequitable distribution inherently bad, or only bad when it causes poverty? (2) Is poverty inherently a problem, or is it only troublesome because it is conducive to some other problems?
The first question is directed against statement 4 above: Why is equitable distribution desirable? Is it because all other alternatives are morally wrong, or that equity/equality is to some degree an ideal? Different reasons give different distributive theories. The second question is directed against statement 1. Is the existence of poverty undesirable because of the consequences (e.g. instability), or is it inherently bad?
iii. There is some textual evidence to warrant suspicion that Confucius may not view poverty as inherently bad, which I characterize as the third type of passage regarding wealth and poverty:

The Master said, Eating simple food, drinking water, a bended arm for a pillow—there’s happiness in these things too. Wealth and eminence gained by unrightful means are to me mere drifting clouds. (Analects 7.15)




Zigong said, Poor but free of obsequiousness, rich but free of arrogance—how would that do?
The Master said, All right. But not as good as poor but happy in the Way, rich but a lover of rites. (Analects 1.15)



The Master said, What a fine man Hui was! One container of rice, one dipperful of drink, living in a back alley—others couldn’t have endured the gloom of it, but he never let it affect his happiness. What a fine man Hui was! (Analects 6.11)

These are descriptions of a benevolent person enjoying their virtuous though poor and lowly life. Note that they are slightly different from the first type of quotes, which describes behavioral limitations of leaving poverty and seeking for wealth; they are about the virtues of living happily in poverty. We seem to have reasons to suspect, then, that poverty may not be an inherent problem to the state as long as there are no other undesirable consequences, given Confucius’ view that poverty should not be a proper concern of a gentleman. These two questions warrant investigation of the fourth and fifth types of passage in the Analects regarding wealth and poverty.
iv. The fourth type of passage in the Analects are those that argue against the accumulation of wealth for the already wealthy. One such example, also frequently quoted by Cline, is passage 6.4.
Zihua went on a mission to the state of Qi. Ran Qiu asked that Zihua’s mother be given an allowance of grain. The Master said, Give her a peck. When Ran Qiu asked for more, the Master said, Give her a bushel. Ran Qiu in the end gave her five large measures of grain.
The Master said, When Chi (Gongxi Zihua) set off for Qi, he had a team of fat horses and was wearing light furs. The way I’ve heard it, the gentleman helps out the needy but does not contribute to the upkeep of the rich.

The italicized statement might be considered a distributive rule proposed by Confucius, yet both the details and motivation of this rule remain unclear for discussions in distributive justice.8 Cline’s reading is that this passage is an example showing “how a sense of justice motivates individuals to work toward establishing and preserving shared standards and practices that are dedicated to fairness” (Cline 2013: 175, emphasis added). There is however insufficient evidence showing that this rule must be based on concern for fairness: Could it be that Confucius simply does not want to indulge his disciple in a life so wealthy that it might distract one from pursuit of the Way? Could it be concern for the poor’s suffering? (If readers do not agree with these two suggestions, please be reminded that the point here is about the uncertainty of the conclusion we can draw from this text.) Even if the basis for this rule is appropriately considered a concern of fairness, there is still much uncertainty. See for example passage 6.5:
When Yuan Si was given the post of steward, he was offered an allotment of nine hundred measures of grain, but he declined it.
The Master said, Oh, no! You could have shared it with your neighboring communities, couldn’t you?

Yuan Si apparently is much poorer than Zihua, and Confucius is generous enough to give him more than what Yuan Si thinks is necessary, probably in order to help him and his neighbors. These raises general questions: How much should the gentleman help out the needy? Until the needy reach a particular threshold of quality of life, or until the needy become as rich as the wealthy? If Confucius considers it necessary for the gap of wealth inequality to be narrowed, is it so that people can be more equal, or because the poor have greater moral urgency?
Consider another example of this type, where Confucius despises the accumulation of wealth of Ji in passage 11.17.
The Ji family were richer than the duke of Zhou, and yet Ran Qiu, who acted as their tax collector, worked to enrich them even further.
The Master said, this man is no follower of mine! You young men, sound the drum and attack him—you have my permission!

Confucius again criticizes Ran Qiu for his work under Ji, probably because, as in 16.1, he fails to promote the benevolent rule that Confucius values. Again, we need to ask questions. In what way has Ran Qiu failed? I suggest that there are many plausible explanations which have nothing to do with distribution. First of all, Confucius says in Analects 4.9, “A man of station whose will is set on the Way but who is ashamed of poor clothing and poor food—not worth talking to!” This shows that he despises the followers of the Way who seek only material gains, and thus Ran Qiu may have disappointed Confucius by working as a tax collector for the rich. Secondly, the Ji family is infamously despicable, as seen throughout the Analects.

Confucius observed of the Ji family, They have eight rows of dancers9 in their courtyard. If this can be excused, what cannot be excused? (Analects 3.1)




The Ji family wanted to appoint Min Ziqian as steward of Bi. Min Ziqian10 said, Can someone kindly refuse this offer for me? If they continue to press me, I will have to retire to the banks of the Wen River. (Analects 6.9)



Ji Kangzi asked Confucius about government, saying, If I kill those who don’t follow the Way, and thereby encourage those who do follow the Way, how would that be?
Confucius replied, Your task is to govern. What need is there for killing? If you desire goodness, the common people will be good. The virtue of the gentleman is like the wind; the virtue of the petty people like the grass. When the wind blows over the grass, surely it will bend. (Analects 12.19)

If Confucius considers Ji to be morally reprehensible, he might find it unacceptable that Ran Qiu fails to educate Ji to become a benevolent ruler, and is even complicit in his crimes. What is so criminal about Ji’s accumulation of wealth? It may be that he is disrespectful of the Duke of Zhou by having more than the duke. It may be that the accumulation of wealth means heavy taxation and hence is at the expense of people’s quality of life, which should not be allowed by a benevolent gentleman who is supposed to feel empathy for others’ suffering. It could, of course, be that the accumulation of wealth worsens inequality—but we have too many alternative theories and too little information to make this inference; we cannot even conclude from this passage that the accumulation of wealth is wrong per se. My first question about inequality, then, is unanswerable by referencing the Analects only.
v. The fifth type of quote explains that poverty is a responsibility of the state and gives relevant reasons. One such example is Analects 12.9, also often referenced by Cline.
Duke Ai questioned You Ruo,11 saying, The crop is bad this year, and I don’t have enough for government needs. What should I do?
You Ruo replied, Why not halve the rate of taxation?
The duke said, Even when I take two-tenths of the crop in taxes, I don’t have enough. How could I get by with half?
You Ruo replied, If the people have enough, what ruler will be left without enough? But if the people don’t have enough, how can the ruler hope to have enough?

Ch’ien Mu noted the historical background of this dialogue: “During the twelfth year of Duke Ai’s rule, the military expenses were supported by agricultural taxes. In that and the following year, there were incidents of locust attacks; military actions of Lu involve attacking Zheng and precautions against the invasion of Qi” (Ch’ien 2008: 34).12 In other words, the duke is facing a dilemma: the people do not have enough crops but he needs resources for military spending (“government needs”), and by collecting two-tenths of crops in taxes, he seems to find the latter more important. You Ruo then reminds Duke Ai that the state has an obligation to deal with the problem of poverty, and that obligation takes precedence over military actions. (Also, You Ruo may be implying that practically, tax reduction might actually increase people’s productivity, thus increasing the state’s income.) Cline’s reading of the passage is this:
[I]n 12.9, the people under Duke Ai’s rulership are suffering from a natural contingency—a poor harvest—and Master You expresses his disapproval of the fact that Duke Ai is taxing them heavily while complaining that his own needs are not being met. This passage addresses a fundamental injustice—heavily taxing those who are suffering as a result of circumstances beyond their control. (Cline 2013: 174, emphasis added)

There is, I think, no obvious evidence suggesting that the principle behind You Ruo’s criticism is that people should not suffer for what they have no control of, that it is the uncontrollable nature of their disadvantage and suffering which matters morally per se. The centrality of choice in the matter of distributive justice is a theme made prominent by Rawls and some luck egalitarians such as Ronald Dworkin (see Kymlicka 2002: 75 for a review). This passage seems only to point out the significance of this state obligation, and criticize that people currently do not have enough.
What are the reasons that the state should tackle the problem of poverty? The previous passage, I suggest, can be read as explaining an inherent badness of poverty. If the king should not prioritize military action over the well-being of citizens on the grounds that the people’s suffering is to be cared for, then it seems that people’s hunger alone should be a normative reason for the state to tackle poverty. Whether it also involves the evil of violating distributive ideals is however unclear. Other passages that belong to this type may provide further insights.
When the Master went to Wei, Ran You acted as his carriage driver. The Master said, A sizable population!
Ran You said, Once you have a sizable population, what should you do next?
The Master said, Make them rich!
And once they are rich?
The Master said, Instruct them! (Analects 13.9)

The Master said, Where there is love of daring and hatred of poverty, disorder will result. And if people lack humaneness and their hatred is extreme, disorder will result. (Analects 8.10)

These two passages suggest similar reasons: that moral education is only possible after the people become rich (to a certain extent). Otherwise, the people, who are taught to be as daring as a righteous person should, will rebel with the result of disorder.13 This is then an instrumental reason for the state’s obligation towards alleviation of poverty: if the state is responsible for enlightening the people, and it cannot be done with the existence of poverty, then surely the state should take the initiative to fight against hunger. This also answers the doubt we have with the aforementioned third type of passage: it may be true that a gentleman should enjoy their poor and lowly life, but if a certain level of wealth is necessary for moral cultivation, the state should still ensure that level of wealth for its citizens. (One could also consider stability an independent instrumental reason if one interprets it an important value in Confucianism.14).
In sum, we can make a change to the second statement regarding economic distribution that we earlier drew from Analects 16.1.
2. Poverty is a problem (just like security) that a state has the necessity to deal with, because both (i) the king should care about people’s suffering per se and (ii) otherwise moral education is not possible.

However, as I have suggested above, this is probably not enough for establishing a clear stance in the matter of distributive justice. We surely have various vindications from the Analects that redistribution is a rather appropriate way compared to other proposed solutions to poverty. See for example passage 6.30:
Zigong said, If someone could spread bounty abroad among the people and rescue the populace, how would that be? Could that be called humaneness?
The Master said, Why bring humaneness into the discussion? If you must have a label, call the man a sage. Even Yao and Shun had trouble doing that much.

This shows Confucius’ argument against the feasibility of rescuing the populace by giving out the king’s private resources. However, as I have stressed, what is important for our project is to identify the reason behind distribution of resources; passages such as this one and all that we have looked at in this section do not suffice for that purpose. Therefore, in the next section, I turn to Mencius and Xunzi, both of whom give richer discussions of economic policies, and try to flesh out more details of the Confucian theory of distributive justice.
3 Turning to Mencius and Xunzi
To begin this section, it is necessary for me to give a brief explanation of the three distributive ideals that I have proposed, namely egalitarianism, prioritarianism, and sufficientarianism. The explanation of these different distributive ideals should give us some understanding of what questions should be asked in the interpretation of Confucian distributive justice. I will then devote the remaining part of this section to surveying critical passages from Mencius and Xunzi.
Let me remark before going on that this does not amount to putting words in the mouth of Chinese philosophers. While Mencius and Xunzi definitely did not mention these terms in their writing, I do not think that we should resist understanding their beliefs in the analytical manner. It is beyond doubt that these Confucian philosophers have their own systems of thoughts with different philosophical concerns and foundations than Anglo-American ones; analyzing their thoughts using equality, priority, and sufficiency, however, does nothing to disrespect that integrity. As we shall see, these concepts are clearly defined and fundamental, which is why, following philosophers in the Anglo-American tradition, I believe them to be appropriate starting points of understanding our own convictions. It is clear that, no matter what culture we come from, we can only answer either true or false in response to, for example, whether comparative differences in distribution matter per se, though we might differ in how we arrive at this conclusion. I do not see how the philosophical approach should be different in understanding the distributive views of Confucian philosophers than in understanding that of ourselves, and thus believe consistently that it is necessary and appropriate to apply the same concepts of equality, priority, and sufficiency for our project, though Confucian philosophers might have a very different way of arriving at their conclusions.
Equality, as a concept that has been discussed so ubiquitously, should be rather intuitive and straightforward. T. M. Scanlon, for example, gives an important qualification for pure egalitarians:
Genuinely egalitarian objections to inequality are comparative. They are concerned with the relation between the levels of benefit that individuals enjoy. They are also unspecific in not being concerned with the absolute levels of these benefits: it is the difference between the benefits enjoyed by the two groups that matters, not the failure of either of these to meet some specified minimum. (Scanlon 2018).

Simply speaking, then, we can consider two possible worlds, in which our benefits are quantified:	1.
Everyone at 100 and

 

	2.
Everyone at 200.

 



For pure egalitarians, these two possible worlds have no difference in justice at all, because there is absolutely no comparative inequality. As long as this is true, the absolute level of benefits, whether 100 or 200, does not matter. If we have a third possible world, such that.	3.
Half at 100, half at 150;

 



then they should find both (1) and (2) more just than (3), because in this new possibility, some people have a comparatively lower level of benefits.
Prioritarians come into the spotlight along with what Derek Parfit calls the “Levelling Down Objection” (Parfit 2000: 98). Imagine a world where every person has only one eye except Alan, who has two eyes. According to pure egalitarians, there is a comparative inequality, for Alan has one eye more than the others. This is of course remediable by giving everyone an extra eye; but if we are unspecific, as Scanlon has explained, then we are not concerned about whether people all have one or two eyes. It would then be equally valid a solution to pure egalitarians if we destroy one of Alan’s eyes. It is however not impossible, for egalitarians, to reject that claim, by accepting values other than equality. An egalitarian could claim that Alan has the right to self-ownership,15 and in such case his rights trump the value of equality, which makes destroying his eyes an undesirable move. They could claim that “the loss of inequality could be morally outweighed by a sufficient increase in the sum of benefits,” and since Alan’s possession of two eyes increases the sum of benefits compared to the world in which he has only one, the inequality of the number of eyes is morally outweighed, so the eye destruction plan is not recommended by these egalitarians (Parfit 2000: 112). As Parfit very acutely notes, however, the egalitarians16 have to admit that the destruction of Alan’s eye is in one way better than the original situation, in that greater equality has been achieved.
[T]o criticize Egalitarians by appealing to the Levelling Down Objection, it is not enough to claim that it would be wrong to produce equality by levelling down. … Our objection must be that, if we achieve equality by levelling down, there is nothing good about what we have done. And we must claim that, if some natural disaster makes everyone equally badly off, that is not in any way good news. (Parfit 2000: 100)

Some egalitarians do choose to bite that bullet. Temkin, for example, writes that:
I, for one, believe that inequality is bad. But do I really think that there is some respect in which a world where only some are blind is worse than one where all are? Yes. Does this mean I think it would be better if we blinded everybody? No. Equality is not all that matters. (Temkin (1993), quoted in Parfit 2000: 110)

If we are not comfortable with this solution of egalitarians, we might consider Parfit’s prioritarian proposal that “benefiting people matters more the worse off these people are.” Consider two possible worlds,	4.
Everyone at 200 and

 

	5.
Half at 200, half at 300.

 



It seems intuitive that (5) is better than (4). The prioritarian principle then explains this intuition perfectly: benefits to worse off may matter more, but that does not imply benefits to better off do not matter at all. If so, then we have a reason to claim that (5) is better than (4), for there is a positive change that matters morally. Note that prioritarianism concerns absolute levels:
It may help to use this analogy. People at higher altitudes find it harder to breathe. Is this because they are higher up than other people? In one sense, yes. But they would find it just as hard to breathe even if there were no other people who were lower down. In the same way, on the Priority View, benefits to the worse off matter more, but that is only because these people are at a lower absolute level. It is irrelevant that these people are worse off than others. Benefits to them would matter just as much even if there were no others who were better off. (Parfit 2000: 104)

There is thus a fine but significant difference between equality and priority. What about sufficiency?
Sufficientarians may again establish themselves as an alternative to egalitarians (and prioritarians). Consider again cases of possible worlds:	6.
Everyone at 50 and

 

	7.
Everyone at −50.

 



Compare them with (1) and (2). We have mentioned that egalitarians, if they are not concerned about absolute levels at all, will not make a distinction between (1) and (2), and yet our moral intuition tells us that (2) is better than (1). Is it completely the same in the comparison between (6) and (7)? The difference between two possible worlds is still 100. Yet, we find that one of the possible worlds contain a negative benefit, which is lower than a critical threshold 0 (say this represents the satisfaction of basic necessities). If so, then there seems to be a particular reason to be more upset about this pair. On the other extreme of the spectrum, take a look at a case discussed by Paula Casal:
[Consider] the distribution of fine wine among two groups of Rich and Super-Rich individuals, all of whom are extremely well off in all respects. Crisp stipulates that providing ten of the Rich with some Lafite 1982, thereby moving them from welfare level eighty to eighty-two, has a moral value of 390, while the value of providing a different amount of Latour 1982 to ten thousand Super Rich, who then move from ninety to ninety-two, is just below 390. He then insists that it is “somewhat absurd to think that the Rich should be given priority over the Super-Rich” and suggests that there is “nothing to be said for giving priority to the ‘worse off.’” (Casal 2007)

In other words, egalitarians and prioritarians consider giving priority to the Rich over the Super-Rich to be at least in one way important (for their respective reasons). If that sounds absurd to us, we may consider the sufficientarian principle of distribution: “arrange resources in such a way that as many people as possible have enough or, in other words, to maximise the incidence of sufficiency” (Frankfurt 1987).
Having briefly explained the differences between three distributive ideals, I should give some reminders about their nature and relationship that I have intentionally left out above, which will then serve as our guidelines for the interpretation of distributive justice in Confucianism (or distributive justice in any theory, generally speaking).17
First of all, I have not given an explanation as to what is represented by the word “benefit.” The reason is that these three concepts can be applied to any particular parameter. If it is possible for us to talk about the distributive equality of food, clothing, housing, and so forth, then for each parameter we can discuss their distributive ideal independently. We could, without inconsistency, be sufficientarians about the distribution of food and be egalitarians about the distribution of housing. Even if we think that money alone can be a ticket to freedom,18 and hence these discussions of resource distribution could be summarized by the distribution of money, there are still other parameters available. If we could be concerned about equality of welfare, equality of opportunity for welfare, and equality of capabilities,19 we could again consistently be egalitarians of welfare and sufficientarians of resources. In the assessment of Confucian distributive justice, therefore, we need to ask what parameters we are discussing. Due to space constraints, I shall simply stick to the distribution of food (or resources in general) in the following; further discussion could be conducted on whether Confucianism provides views on the distribution of other particular parameters.
Secondly, I do not intend to imply that the three values (equality, priority, and sufficiency) are mutually exclusive. The use of -ism might be a little bit misleading, making them sound as if they are principles among which one must be chosen, as if we are facing the choice between Protestantism and Catholicism. The fact is they are only convenient expressions for the upholding of one particular value, and it is totally conceivable that a person holds more than one or even all three values. Casal has made this point nicely by making a distinction between positive and negative theses of distributive ideals (Casal 2007). Using sufficiency as an example, the positive thesis recognizes a particular disvalue with insufficiency, such that for a possible world of “half at one level, half at a higher level,” the fact that the worse off are under a particular threshold of sufficiency should contribute to this world’s undesirability in one particular way; the negative thesis, on the other hand, is the complete rejection that equality and priority matter beyond considerations of sufficiency. As established above, it is of course true that the motivation for embracing priority and sufficiency comes from certain defects of equality; but still it is possible to hold more than one, to care about both equality and sufficiency (or other combinations). It is very crucial, then, to note that just because we agree with the value of priority does not mean the automatic rejection of the value of equality. Note then that an embrace of the positive thesis of egalitarianism does not itself imply a dogmatic egalitarianism that disregards other non-distributive values (e.g. loyalty, virtue), but only that equality (i.e. comparative differences) matters in one way per se.
Thirdly, following the previous point, if the three values can be embraced separately, then it is possible that they have different weightings and trump each other in different situations. For a case in which equality is harmed by benefiting some but harming none, one who values equality may claim that priority explains the overall desirability of this case, but claim either that it is possible in some other cases for inequality to trump priority even though no one is harmed, or that it is only possible for inequality to trump priority when someone is harmed. These two views represent different weighting attached to the value of equality; and the same can be said for priority and sufficiency.
Fourth, it is possible for a distributive ideal to be of less value in certain cases, but the value must not be contingent for us to consider it an appropriate positive thesis. If equality is only valuable because it can most effectively (or is the only available way to) deal with the problem of sufficiency, then a positive thesis is only established for sufficiency and not equality, for as long as we find other better solutions for sufficiency, inequality is no longer a problem. Using the example of Analects 16.1, if equal distribution is the appropriate way to deal with poverty only because robbing resources from others is morally wrong, then the emperor need only to find a morally right way to increase the total wealth and let that trickle down to the poor; equality is obviously not a distributive concern on such view.
Therefore, the five questions that guide my interpretation of distributive justice would be:	1. What parameter are we talking about?

	2a. Which of the distributive ideals are upheld?

	2b. Are they upheld in the positive or negative sense?

	3. If more than one distributive ideal is upheld, what are their respective weightings?

	4. Are the distributive ideals only contingently valuable?



I shall adhere (implicitly and explicitly) to these guiding questions in the interpretation that follows. The best I can do will be to narrow down the Confucian position regarding distributive justice, as it is admittedly hard to give a definite answer to all these questions by textual analysis; but I find it at least necessary to lay the foundation and identify the direction for latter discussions, and not just arbitrarily extract insights from Confucian texts.20
What do Mencius and Xunzi have to say regarding the distribution of food and resources? One prominent account is provided by Joseph Chan:
I argue that the principle subscribed to by Mencius and Xunzi is one that is today sometimes called the principle of sufficiency with regard to the government’s responsibility for the material well-being of the people—namely, that people who are badly off have first priority for care; inequality of wealth and income beyond the threshold of sufficiency does not matter. (Chan 2015: 169)

From our analysis of sufficientarianism above, then, we see that Chan is trying to propose that Confucianism embraces both the positive and negative theses of sufficiency above the threshold. I shall show that there is evidence in Confucianism for the former but not the latter.
There are compelling reasons to think that Confucianism considers life below a certain threshold particularly undesirable. There are passages in Mencius, such as 1A7, that specify an obligation on the part of the emperor to ensure that people have enough.
Therefore, an enlightened ruler will regulate the people’s livelihood so as to ensure that, above, they have enough to serve their parents and, below, they have enough to support their wives and children. In years of prosperity they always have enough to eat; in years of dearth they are able to escape starvation. Only then does he urge the people toward goodness; accordingly, they find it easy to comply.

Why is it that people should have enough? Mencius has suggested two reasons, which give a more detailed elaboration on Confucius’ view on the problem of poverty. First, it seems that hunger and suffering should be of inherent disvalue to a benevolent person, as seen from Mencius’ appeal to the ruler’s compassion in passages such as 1A4.
Mencius said [to King Hui of Liang], “In your kitchen, there is fat meat, and in your stables fat horses. Yet the people have a hungry look, and out beyond, in the more wild regions, lie the bodies of those who have died of starvation. This is to lead animals to devour people. Now, animals devour one another, and people hate this about them. If one governs as father and mother of the people and yet is not deterred from leading animals to devour people, in what sense is he father and mother of the people?”

Second, the reason why people must reach a certain level of wealth before being properly cultivated is further explained by biological necessity, which in extreme cases takes motivational priority over morality.

It is only a gentleman who will be able to have a constant mind despite being without a constant means of livelihood. The people, lacking a constant means of livelihood, will lack constant minds, and when they lack constant minds there is no dissoluteness, depravity, deviance, or excess to which they will not succumb. If, once they have sunk into crime, one responds by subjecting them to punishment—this is to entrap the people. … At present, the regulation of the people’s livelihood is such that, above, they do not have enough to serve their parents and, below, they do not have enough to support wives and children. Even in years of prosperity their lives are bitter, while in years of dearth they are unable to escape starvation. Under these circumstances they only try to save themselves from death, fearful that they will not succeed. How could they spare the time for the practice of rites and rightness? (Mencius 1A7)



With a territory of no more than one hundred li, one can become a true king. If the king bestows humane government on the people, reduces punishments, and lightens taxes, causing the plowing to be deep and the weeding thorough, the strong will be able to use their leisure time to cultivate filiality and brotherliness. Within the home they will serve their fathers and brothers; outside they will serve their elders and superiors. (Mencius 1A5)

Some theorists discuss three different possible standards for setting the threshold of sufficiency, which include biological needs, basic interests (e.g. functioning as a moral agent), and decency within a particular society (Miller 2001: 207). From the two reasons raised above, it seems that the threshold for sufficiency in Confucianism is set at biological needs, which is also expected to coincide with the latter two standards: as long as they have a stable supply of resources, people should have the capacity to be morally cultivated.
From this, we have the positive thesis for sufficiency, that it is important to avoid insufficiency. However, this does not imply that sufficiency is all that matters. One common rhetoric for supporting the negative thesis in fact involves what I call the adequacy thesis. Proponents of the negative thesis may ask, “If everyone has enough, what should it bother us that people are unequal?” They may refer to certain passages of Mencius to support their claim:

The ruler of a state in which people of seventy wear silk and eat meat and where the black-haired people are neither hungry nor cold has never failed to become a true king. (Mencius 1A7)



When the king ceases to place the blame on the year [and take up responsibilities for starvation], then the people of the world will come to him. (Mencius 1A3)

These passages, one could say, suggest that what is required of a king is only that the people have enough, so Mencius does not care (nor should we care) about other values. My response is that there is a difference between what is good enough and what is the best. In the above passages, Mencius is merely suggesting that kings who work for the interests of people can be considered true kings; it is totally compatible to say that true kings who also work for equality or priority are even better. The adequacy thesis, I suggest, is that a society that has achieved full sufficiency is morally acceptable, and some proponents of the negative thesis are actually making this claim instead of the negative thesis. In effect, such rhetorical questions may be equivalent to asking, “Isn’t it enough that everyone has enough?”—which is trivial (if not tautologous) and therefore uninformative. This explains, at least partly, the intuitive appeal of the negative thesis of sufficiency; we see nevertheless that it arises from a confusion. It is worth repeating that if we are to establish the negative thesis, we need to show that equality and priority are not important at all, such that any distribution above the sufficiency threshold is unimportant in any way.
Joseph Chan argues for the negative thesis by referring to the meritocratic political system that rewards people with greater contribution, drawing especially from Xunzi.

The ancient kings acted to control men with regulations, ritual, and moral principles, in order thereby to divide society into classes, creating therewith differences in status between the noble and base, disparities between the privileges of age and youth, and the division of the wise from the stupid, the able from the incapable. All of this caused men to perform the duties of their stations in life and each to receive his due; only after this had been done was the amount and substance of the emolument paid by grain made to fit their respective stations. (Xunzi 4.12, as quoted in Chan 2015: 174, emphasis in original)



When a man of ren occupies the highest position, farmers labor with all their energy to exhaust the potential of their fields, merchants scrutinize with keen eyes to get the utmost from their goods, the various artisans use their skills to the fullest in making utensils and wares, and the officials, from the knights and grand officers up to the feudal lords, all execute fully the functions of their offices with ren, generosity, wisdom, and ability. This may be called “perfect peace.” So though one may have as his emolument the whole world, he need not consider it excessive, and though one be only a gatekeeper, receptionist, guard, or nightwatchman, he need never think his salary too meager. Anciently it was said: Unequal yet equivalent, bent yet obedient, not the same yet uniform. This refers to the constant relationships of mankind. (Xunzi 4.12, as quoted in Chan 2015: 174, emphasis in original)

From this, Chan concludes that Confucians accept inequalities that arise from difference in contribution, and so are sufficientarians but not egalitarians.
We have seen that once the level of material sufficiency has been attained, Mencius and Xunzi do not object to economic inequalities that arise from personal factors such as merit and contribution, which are largely based on the possession of abilities (moral character and intelligence). Neither thinker is a “luck egalitarian,” one who believes that those who become worse off than others through no fault of their own should be compensated. Instead, both believe that desert should be based on a person’s achievement and contribution. (Chan 2015: 175)

I shall offer two major responses against Chan’s reading.
Firstly, it seems that Chan presupposes an overly restrictive understanding of egalitarianism in various levels, suggesting that these passages are sufficient for us to conclude that Confucians do not embrace the value of equality.	(i).
Luck egalitarians could perfectly accept differences in income based on contribution. For example, if there are only two members in a society, one who works all day and one who chooses to sacrifice some of his working time for tennis, then luck egalitarians would not consider it unfair that the former receives more than the latter. So merely accepting differences in income due to contribution cannot prove that Confucians contradict luck egalitarians (see Kymlicka 2002: 75).

 

	(ii).
Even if Confucians were different from luck egalitarians by accepting income differences which are due to their innate capability, they could still, in one sense, be considered egalitarians of opportunity to resources, such that the deserved benefit is strictly correspondent to level of contribution, regardless of other arbitrary personal factors. Confucians may say that when one person gets a grain of rice for this level of contribution, then another person who does the same thing should receive exactly the same amount. If that is the case, Confucians can still be considered to embrace the value of equality. This is in fact supported by various passages of Xunzi:

 





Although they be the descendants of kings and dukes or knights and grand officers, if they are incapable of devotedly observing the requirements of ritual and moral principles, they should be relegated to the position of commoners. Although they be the descendants of commoners, if they accumulate culture and study, rectify their character and conduct, and are capable of devotedly observing the requirements of ritual principles and justice, they should be brought to the ranks of a prime minister, knight, or grand officer. (Xunzi 9.1, as quoted in Chan 2015: 174)



Those who have one of the Five Defects [i.e., those who are deaf, dumb, physically disabled, armless, suffering from dwarfism] should be raised up and gathered in so that they can be cared for. They should be given official duties commensurate with their abilities and employment adequate to feed and clothe themselves so that all are included and not even one of them is overlooked. (Xunzi 9.1, as quoted in Chan 2015: 174, emphasis added)

These seem to emphasize strongly that contribution should be the only factor determining one’s benefits. Other factors such as family background or natural disability do not seem to be important by themselves in the determination of rewards according to Xunzi.	(iii).
Chan may accept that Confucians are egalitarians in opportunity to resources and intend only to mean that they are not egalitarians regarding the distribution of resources. Even so, Xunzi’s emphasis on desert of merit need not mean that equality is of no value at all, only that it is trumped by individual claims to desert. Recall our example of Alan: egalitarians can claim that it is indeed in one way good that we destroy one of his eyes, only that his right to self-ownership overrides the value of equality in this case. By the same token, it may be true that the resources one deserves should not be meddled with, but an egalitarian could still find it desirable that everyone become a wise gentleman, so that the distribution of resources will be more equal; and is it not a Confucian wish that all becomes benevolent?

 

	(iv).
Also, claiming that there should be some differences in income need not invoke the concept of desert (which involves inviolable private ownership that should not be infringed or even should be promoted); it could be that the hierarchy brings certain benefits. Indeed, Xunzi is attributed pronouncements such as “each to receive his due”; but he also describes a social division of labor so that “from each” comes contribution “according their abilities.” In other words, it could be that inequality is justified by the fact that it benefits everyone. If this sounds familiar, that is because Rawls accepts a similar reasoning in his difference principle, and we could say that while equality is trumped by net benefits to the society, it is still valuable.

 




My second point is about the difference between Mencius and Xunzi. Notice that I have not referred to Mencius in response to Chan; that is because these two thinkers might have slightly different standings on this issue, and Chan seems to have assumed that quotes from any of them can be used to complement each other. I argue that Mencius is apparently less apologetic of income differences due to social status. Consider for example this dialogue in Mencius 3A4:
When Chen Xiang met Mencius, he recounted the words of Xu Xing, saying, “The lord of Teng is truly an exemplary ruler; however, he has not yet heard the Way. The exemplary man works alongside the people and eats what they eat. He prepares his own meals, morning and evening, while at the same time he governs. Now, Teng has granaries and treasuries. This is for the ruler to burden the people in order to nourish himself. How can he be called an exemplary man?”
(...)
[Mencius] “[W]hy doesn’t Master Xu become a potter and a founder so that he can obtain everything he uses from his own household? Why does he go about this way and that trading and exchanging with the various craftsmen? Why does Master Xu not spare himself the trouble?”
[Chen Xiang] “The work of the craftsman definitely cannot be carried on simultaneously with the work of tilling the soil.”
[Mencius] “Then is governing the world unique in that this alone can be carried out simultaneously with the work of tilling the soil? There are the affairs of the great man, and the affairs of the small man. In the case of any individual person, the things that the craftsmen make are available to him; if each person had to make everything he needed for his own use, the world would be full of people chasing after one another on the roads. Therefore it is said, ‘Some labor with their minds, while others labor with their strength. Those who labor with their minds govern others, while those who labor with their strength are governed by others. Those who are governed by others support them; those who govern others are supported by them.’ The rightness of this is universally acknowledged in the world.”

This passage makes even clearer the emperor’s role in terms of social division of labor. People’s (non-redistributive) taxation provided for the emperor’s private use is justified by the fact that it is best if “from each according to their ability” obtains. So understood, there is no prima facie reason for the emperor to have more than what is necessary, to possess much more than the people. This is supported by Mencius’ suggestion that emperors do not take too much from the people:
[A]n exemplary ruler will be respectful, frugal, and reverent toward his subjects, and must take from the people only in accordance with the regulations. Yang Hu said, “One who would be wealthy will not be humane; one who would be humane will not be wealthy.” (Mencius 3A3)

There are also passages recommending the king make sure that he enjoy and suffer together with the people. For example:

King Wen used the strength of the people to build his tower and his pond, and the people found their delight and their joy in it. They called his tower ‘the spirit tower’ and his pond ‘the spirit pond’ and found joy in his having deer, and birds, and turtles. The ancients shared their joys with the people and it was this that enabled them to feel joy. (Mencius 1A2)



The king said, “I have a failing—I am fond of wealth.”
Mencius replied, “In antiquity Gong Liu was fond of wealth. The ode says,
Gathered up and storing,
Bundling provisions in sacks and bags,
He thought of bringing the people together,
And bringing glory to the state.
Bows and arrows were displayed,
And shields, spears, and battle-axes,
Only then did the march begin.
Therefore, those who stayed at home had well-stocked granaries, and those on the march had well-prepared provisions: only then could the march begin. If the king shares his fondness of wealth with the people, how could this interfere with becoming a true king?” (Mencius 1B5)

These seem to suggest a more equal moral status of the king and the people. It is not apparent, therefore, that Mencius would consider hierarchy in society to be legitimate as a natural law. Even if Xunzi (who is often considered to be deviant from the Confucian tradition and to have inspired the Legalist tradition) is indeed prone to Chan’s reading, it can still be said that the Confucian tradition defended by Mencius has room for the values of equality and priority.
What I have put forward above is a rebuttal of Chan’s argument for the negative thesis of sufficiency. I shall end this essay with an independent account against the negative thesis of sufficiency; that is, I give evidence from Mencius that hints directly at the value of priority and equality even for those who have enough.
The value of priority below the sufficiency threshold, i.e. among those who do not have enough, is not in contention, and is actually well argued for by Chan himself. As he quotes from Mencius 1B5,
Old men without wives are called widowers; old women without husbands are called widows; the elderly without children are called desolates; the young without parents are called orphans—these four, the most destitute and the voiceless among the people, King Wen made his first concern, displaying humaneness in his conduct of government.

Note that this represents a priority of the most badly off members in the society, which counts in favor of the values of priority and equality, but not sufficiency. Recall that Harry Frankfurt’s principle of sufficiency aimed to “maximise the incidence of sufficiency.” Surely, we should give lexical priority to the insufficient members over the wealthy members of society; but focusing on those below the sufficiency threshold, if sufficiency is the only thing we care about, we would prioritize those who are closest to the threshold, instead of the worst off members. This can be demonstrated by a possible world with three agents. Their benefits are 10, −1 and − 100 respectively (assume again that 0 is the sufficiency threshold). Given that we do not have resources to tackle with the insufficiency of both −1 and − 100, neither can we relieve the worst off person of all the suffering, should we prioritize the former or the latter? The pure sufficientarian would have to say the former, because this will increase the incidence of sufficiency by one; on the contrary, giving resources to the latter, though relieving some hellish suffering, will cause the number of insufficient members to remain the same. Therefore, just as Chan argues, the fact that Mencius cares about the worst off members suggests that he may also be a prioritarian or egalitarian, at least below the sufficiency threshold, instead of a pure sufficientarian.
What I propose against Chan is that Mencius also cares about the value of priority above threshold, i.e. among those who have enough. The textual evidence comes from a description of ideal society by Mencius, which I think resembles the “principle of community” suggested by G.A. Cohen (2009). Here, I extract two undesirable camping trips Cohen describes as an analogy of undesirable society.
b. Following a three-hour time-off-for-personal-exploration period, an excited Sylvia returns to the campsite and announces: “I’ve stumbled upon a huge apple tree, full of perfect apples”. “Great”, others exclaim, “now we can all have apple sauce, and apple pie, and apple strudel!” “Provided, of course”, so Sylvia rejoins, “that you reduce my labour burden, and/or furnish me with more room in the tent, and/or with more bacon at breakfast”. Her claim to (a kind of) ownership of the tree revolts the others.
(...)
d. Morgan recognizes the camp-site. “Hey, this is where my father camped thirty years ago. This is where he dug a special little pond on the other side of that hill, and stocked it with specially good fish. Dad knew I might come camping here one day, and he did all that so that I could eat better when I’m here. Great. Now I can have better food than you guys have”. The rest frown, or smile, at Morgan’s greed. (Cohen 2009)

Cohen argues that if we find these situations undesirable, and the contrary (a trip with much more reciprocity) desirable, then we have reason to subscribe to two principles of justice, an egalitarian principle and a principle of community, both of which are in fact directed at the ideal of equality. Cohen describes the latter in this way:
Community is put under strain when large inequalities obtain … “Community” can mean many things, but the requirement of community that is central here is that people care about, and, where necessary and possible, care for, one another, and, too, care that they care about one another. … We cannot enjoy full community, you and I, if you make, and keep, say, ten times as much money as I do, because my life will then labour under challenges that you will never face, challenges that you could help me to cope with, but do not, because you keep your money. (Cohen 2009)

Now take a look at this passage in Mencius 3A3:
[H]umane government must begin with the setting of boundaries. If the boundaries are not set correctly, the division of the land into well-fields will not be equal, and the grain allowances for official emoluments will not be equitable.
(...)
Neither at the occasion of a death nor of a change of a residence should people leave the village. When those in a village who hold land in the same well-field befriend one another in their going out and their coming in, assist one another in their protection and defense, and sustain one another through illness and distress, the hundred surnames will live together in affection and harmony.
(...)
Together they cultivate the public field, and only when the public work is done do they dare attend to their private work, this being what distinguishes the country people.

Mencius suggests methods for the king to cultivate the relationship between citizens, such that they “live together in affection and harmony” and “sustain one another through illness and distress.” It is, I believe, reasonable to conclude that (1) Mencius would find Cohen’s cases of a camping trip to be undesirable and (2) Mencius commits to the principle of community. If so, he should care about equality rather than sufficiency only; it would not be acceptable for a person to have drastically more than others and refuse to share.
4 Conclusion
In conclusion, I have argued that (1) investigating the conception of distributive justice in Confucianism is important for a substantive comparison with liberal justice; (2) one appropriate approach of such a project is to apply existing distributive ideals (egalitarianism, prioritarianism, and sufficientarianism) to Confucianism; (3) the Analects have not provided sufficient resources for addressing problems of distribution other than some general rules; (4) Joseph Chan’s argument identifying in Confucianism the negative thesis of sufficiency above threshold is not effective; and (5) we have reasons to believe that equality and priority might also be valuable to Confucians. It is obvious that, according to the guiding questions that I have set up, there is still much to answer—for example, the Confucian view of distributive justice for other parameters, and the relative weightings of the three values, if all of them matter. I hope at least that this essay serves as a foundation for further investigation on the topic.
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Footnotes
1Taken from Casal (2007: 296).

 

2Translation of Mencius follows Irene Bloom (2009) unless otherwise stated.

 

3For discussions of socialist principle of distributive justice, see for example Carens (2003).

 

4Translation of the Analects follows Burton Watson (2010) unless otherwise stated.

 

5See for example Analects 4.11, 5.1, 13.18 and Cline’s discussion of these passages in Cline 2013: Ch 2.

 

6Ch’ien Mu is slightly suspicious of the literary consistency of book 16 with the remaining books of the Analects. I shall, however, ignore these suspicions here and throughout the essay (Ch’ien 2008: 462).

 

7Translation of Ch’ien’s essay is my own.

 

8There are generally not many close readings into this sentence. Ch’ien Mu (2008), for example, does not comment much other than restating the original text into modern Chinese. Yang Bojun (2011) comments that this is a demonstration of humanitarianism—a plausible interpretation, but one that does not give us sufficient information to narrow down the exact position of Confucian distributive justice. For the relevant criteria for that, see the next section.

 

9This is considered a privilege of the Son of Heaven (the king), whereas the Ji family are only ministers (see Watson 2010: 26; Ch’ien 2008: 55).

 

10A disciple of Confucius (see Ch’ien 2008: 156).

 

11A disciple of Confucius (see Ch’ien 2008: 6).

 

12See also the description of historical events in the twelfth year of Duke Ai in ZuoZhuan (Durrant et al. 2016).

 

13Note that Cline interprets passage 8.10 to indicate that “there is a right way and a wrong way to go about addressing the problem of poverty”, which is similar to the first type of passage I have characterized (Cline 2013: 146).

 

14See for example El Amine (2015).

 

15See for example Nozick (1974) and Cohen (1995) for the discussion of self-ownership rights.

 

16This attack is in fact suffered only by the telic form of egalitarianism, but not the deontic form. Unless otherwise specified, all three distributive principles are taken to mean their telic form (Parfit 2000: 88).

 

17Although we have mentioned that Rawls need not be our focus, it might be good to see how he fits in among the three ideals. Parfit (2000) discusses Rawls’s standing in regard to egalitarianism and prioritarianism.

 

18See for example Cohen and Otsuka (2011) for relevant discussions.

 

19See for example Sen (1980).

 

20As I have written elsewhere, the investigation of distributive convictions is multi-layered, and this includes only part of that global picture. There are at least six independent layers of convictions we could check:	1.
Currency: what is to be equalized in a distribution.

 

	2.
Actuality vs. opportunity/access: whether it is the actual level of possession or the level available for the individual that matters.

 

	3.
Relative strength of currencies: how the currencies, if more than one demands consideration, are compared to each other.

 

	4.
Spheres of justice: how are distribution in different aspects compared to each other.

 

	5.
Equality vs. priority vs. sufficiency: whether the motivation to redistribute is motivated by the relative difference between persons or the level of moral urgency derived from their well-being.

 

	6.
Distribution vs. aggregation: how the concerns of distributive justice and aggregative well-being compare to each other.
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It is a pleasure to respond to Chun Hin Tsoi’s paper, which seeks to build upon and extend some of the points I made in my first book, Confucius, Rawls, and the Sense of Justice, concerning the subject of justice in the received text of the Confucian Analects. Now, I must admit, it has been some time since I have thought about justice in Confucianism; I first began working on this subject as a graduate student more than 15 years ago, and in the 6 years since I published this book, I have written three other books in areas outside of political philosophy. But I am pleased to revisit this topic, especially in conversation with a new generation of young scholars who recognize the importance of different senses and conceptions of justice and their importance for creating and sustaining a good society.
Tsoi delves into a variety of subjects in his paper and there are many issues deserving of discussion here. I wish, for instance, that our colleague Joseph Chan could be here to respond to Tsoi’s remarks on his work. But since I think our aim here is to facilitate direct exchange between scholars about their work, I’ll focus on some of the questions Tsoi raises about my interpretation of particular passages from the Analects, while also seeking to make sense of his overall project and raising some further questions for us to consider. I think Tsoi’s paper gives us an opportunity to consider the importance of textual interpretation for comparative political philosophy, and the importance of offering arguments that include historical and contextual reasons for preferring one reading of a passage or text over other alternatives. I also think his paper invites us to think more about the difference between the task of describing the views found in particular texts, and the task of further developing those views or using them to construct different views or theories.
As the title of my book indicates, and as Tsoi acknowledges, distributive justice was not the primary focus of my book. My book argues against the view that there is no understanding of social justice in the Confucian Analects, and seeks to show how a comparison with Rawls
can help us to recognize and appreciate the textual evidence for this view by drawing on Rawls’s distinction between a sense of justice, the concept of justice, and a conception or theory of justice . . . . It further argues that Rawls’s account of the capacity for a sense of justice is a more helpful resource for understanding social justice in the Analects than discussions of concepts or theories of justice, because the view of justice in the text is primarily revealed not through theoretical discussions of what justice is but through discussions of how a sense of justice is developed and its role in a harmonious society. The descriptions of some of the moral capacities that exemplary members of society possess, especially the capacity to feel or perceive what is fair, clearly align with Rawls’s basic account of a sense of justice, but a variety of deep and important differences exist between the Confucian and Rawlsian senses of justice. These differences—including things that are more strongly emphasized by either Rawls or Kongzi, as well as features of a sense of justice that are absent from one but important to the other—lead us to see why a comparative study of the two views is particularly fruitful. (Cline 2013: 4–5)

A sense of justice, for Rawls, is the ability to feel or perceive what is fair, and this sense of justice is the primary source of our motivation to act fairly toward other members of society and to act in accordance with principles or standards that aim to help establish and preserve a just society—one that addresses circumstances where individuals suffer as a result of the moral arbitrariness of natural and social contingencies. I argue,
Rawls’s moral psychology, particularly his account of the development of a sense of justice, plays a foundational role in his theory of justice and that comparing this neglected aspect of Rawls’s thought with the Confucian view can help us to appreciation the emphasis Rawls places on the capacity for a sense of justice—including the role of the family in the development of a just society and the importance of moral cultivation in shaping young citizens’ responses to social injustice . . . . Because Kongzi emphasizes moral psychology more strongly than principles or laws in relation to questions of justice, this comparison can help to remind us of what Rawls says about moral psychology, and the extent to which his theory of justice depends on it. (Cline 2013: 4)

I further argue that Rawls’s account of a sense of justice can help readers to see how an appreciation for justice can be expressed in a text like the Analects, even though there is not a fully developed theory of justice or a single term that consistently designates “justice.”
Tsoi is interested in investigating “the details of a Confucian conception of justice (which includes views on economic distribution)” in order to better understand and compare different political philosophies, and seeks to build upon my argument concerning the ways in which the sense of justice in the Analects deepens and expands our understanding of the view presented in the text. While my focus was on the development of a sense of justice, Tsoi is interested in the distinct but related topic of whether there is a conception or theory of justice in the Analects. As Tsoi is aware, this difference is not insignificant. The focus of my book—the capacity for a sense of justice—is not outlining and comparing different theories of justice. I was not interested in comparing Rawls’s theory of justice with Confucian theories of justice for a couple of reasons. First, as a specialist in classical Chinese philosophy, I am most interested in classical texts, and I simply don’t find anything as systematic or robust as a theory of justice in any of the classical Confucian texts, although they offer a variety of insights relating to justice. Second, I was really interested in the capacity for a sense of justice and felt that this moral capacity had been neglected in the scholarly literature on moral psychology and social justice, including the literature on Rawls—unlike his theory of justice, which is the subject of numerous studies. Now, I do discuss Rawls’s theory of justice in my book, since his theory of justice rests upon his account of the capacity for a sense of justice. But I discuss a variety of important differences between the overall shape, structure, aims, and content of Rawls’s work, compared with what we see in texts from the early Confucian tradition.
An important clarification Tsoi makes is that he is not exploring whether Confucian assumptions about distributive justice “match” those of Rawls. This is an important clarification; we should not infer that if we find a concern with distributive justice in a text then it must thereby match Rawls’s assumptions about distributive justice (for Rawls might have specific assumptions about distributive justice that aren’t universally shared). Comparisons often help us to learn more about different views, for we tend to notice more features of a given view when we understand it in comparison and contrast with different views. As I argue in my discussion of methods and approaches to comparative philosophy in Confucius, Rawls, and the Sense of Justice, those of us who do comparative work need to be vigilant about the temptation to read one view into another, and there are a variety of approaches that can help us to avoid this common tendency in comparative work. I think it is especially tempting for contemporary scholars to see more systematicity in ancient texts than is really there. So I think we need to exercise caution in distinguishing between the constructive task of drawing upon Confucian views and seeking to develop them further, and the task of describing the views that are found in a given text. While I don’t think we find a theory or conception of justice in the text of the Analects, I certainly think we find a range of important insights that express a sense of justice.
Tsoi starts off exploring whether there is a theory of justice in the Analects. As he puts it,
the Confucian theory of justice may not be fully developed in the sense of being systematically written, but it should be comprehensive, in that it covers every decision to be made by an emperor. We would not expect Confucius to be unable to give ethical advice if he is asked by an emperor. It would be our job to flesh out the details of Confucian distributive convictions, which is the attempted mission of this paper. (Tsoi 139)

Here, it might be helpful for us to consider whether we ought to call something a theory if it is not “systematically written,” and if it is still substantially in need of having the details fleshed out. As I argue in my discussion of theories and concepts of justice, theories have a certain degree of systematicity, and this distinguishes them from views. So, for example, Kongzi did not offer a theory of human nature (as Mengzi and Xunzi did), but he did express a view about human nature (e.g., that people can cultivate virtues). Tsoi may be suggesting that Kongzi had a systematic or fully developed view on distributive justice but it wasn’t recorded. If this is the case, then it would be important to present some textual and historical evidence to support the claim that Kongzi had a developed view on these matters and that the records were lost.
Although Tsoi starts off considering whether the Analects offers us a theory of distributive justice, he goes on to sketch a different view. He proposes three “-isms” for us that he thinks characterize both Rawls’s theory of justice and the theory he sees in the Analects: egalitarianism (which he says stresses equality), prioritarianism (which he says stresses the priority of benefits to the less advantaged), and sufficientarianism (which he says stresses that everyone has enough) (Tsoi 140). But he concludes that when we examine the text of the Analects on these matters, we find insufficient insights for a theory of justice because it does not tell us “the reason behind distribution of resources” (Tsoi 149)—as he puts it, “the Analects have not provided sufficient resources for addressing problems of distribution other than some general rules”—and we need to turn to later classical texts—the Mengzi and the Xunzi—in order to “flesh out more details of the Confucian theory of distributive justice” (Tsoi 161, 149). Here, Tsoi agrees with me that the Analects does not contain a theory of justice, and in what follows, he seeks to construct a “Confucian theory of justice” by bringing together the insights of multiple texts. I think it would be good to further clarify the nature of this constructive project, for the texts of the Analects, the Mengzi, and the Xunzi each offer different insights relating to justice, some of which are related, some of which are compatible, and some of which are in tension with one another.1
Tsoi’s primary engagement with my work is his discussion of some of the passages that I discuss from the Analects in relation to the basic appreciation for a sense of justice that we find in the text. In most of these cases, he raises some questions about whether these passages indeed express a sense of justice. So in what follows, I will explain some of the reasons why I argue for the readings I do.
In Analects 4.5, Kongzi says, “Wealth and honors are things that all people desire, but unless they are acquired by following the Way they are not worth having. Poverty and disgrace are things that all people hate, and yet unless they are avoided by following the Way they are not worth avoiding.” Tsoi quotes me as saying that in this passage “Kongzi acknowledges the importance of considering the situation of the least advantaged members of society,” (citing Cline 2013: 145) and says he thinks this is an “over-interpretation.” He says it “implies nothing about considering the situation of the least advantaged members of society: we can perfectly despise a life in poverty while denying the responsibility of other members of the society to consider, let alone help, the poor.” To begin, it is worth noting that although Tsoi is correct that one could despise poverty while denying that she has a responsibility to help members of her society who live in poverty, I haven’t found that view in the Analects. If he thinks that view is embraced in the text, it will be important to hear which passages he thinks suggest such a view, since the question at hand is not whether one could, theoretically, hold a certain view, but whether that view is expressed in the text of the Analects.
Now, returning to the text of 4.5, I present my interpretation of this passage in relation to other passages over multiple pages, and Tsoi only quotes part of one sentence, so I have a lot more to say about Analects 4.5, but in short: I think that when Kongzi talks in this passage about acquiring wealth in the right way, and avoiding poverty in the right way, he is considering the situation of those he sees who enjoy the greatest advantages (wealth, honors) in his society and those on the other end of the spectrum who live in poverty and disgrace. I think he is clearly “considering”—or thinking about—the situation of the least advantaged members of his society when he says these things should be avoided by following the Way. I don’t think that’s a controversial claim at all; the descriptions of those who live in poverty and disgrace throughout the Analects are, I think, described as instances of those who are the least advantaged. This is why it is important to note, for instance, that Yan Hui was poor: the fact that he was still able to take joy in the Way and was so successful in following it was deemed a mark of his exceptional character because he was at such a disadvantage. I am not claiming that the Analects offers some sort of rank ordering of advantages and disadvantages. But repeatedly, those who suffer from poverty and disgrace are held up as examples that directly oppose those who enjoy the greatest riches and honors. These are, in 4.5 and in other places, as well, offered as the two ends of the spectrum, and that’s why I think it’s accurate to say as I do that “Kongzi acknowledges the importance of considering the situation of the least advantaged members of society, while acknowledging that we should notice more than just one’s economic status” (Cline 2013: 145).
Tsoi also raises a question about my interpretation of Analects 6.4, in which Kongzi says that the junzi provides for the needy but does not help the rich to become richer. I argue that this passage is one of several that show how the Analects “presents an account of how a sense of justice motivates individuals to work toward establishing and preserving shared standards and practices that are dedicated to fairness” (Cline 2013: 175). I argue that passages like 6.4 and 16.1 “show a concern with making sure everyone is provided for, and they even provide some specific ways in which economic inequalities should be addressed” (Cline 2013: 175). Tsoi writes that there is “insufficient evidence showing that this rule must be based on concern for fairness: could it be that Confucius simply does not want to indulge his disciple in a life so wealthy that might distract one from pursuit of the Way?” To begin, it will be important for Tsoi to offer an argument for why we should read the passage as he suggests. One problem with his suggestion is that even though the first part of the passage describes one of Kongzi’s wealthy students getting a massive amount of grain for his mother—much more than she needs (estimated to be enough to support dozens of families)—the line in question is not a statement warning Kongzi’s students about how wealth distracts one from the Way. Rather, it is a statement about what the junzi does and does not do for the poor, on the one hand, and the wealthy, on the other. By stating that the junzi aids the needy but does not help the rich become richer, he indirectly criticizes his student, on the one hand, and also advocates a preferential option for the poor. I spend considerable time in my book talking about what it means to have a sense of justice and how it is related to fairness, and I want to reiterate that I do think that providing for those in need and not helping the rich to become richer clearly expresses a basic sense of social justice—the capacity to feel or perceive what is fair. Indeed, this is not a specialized use of the words justice or fairness—when we talk about social justice, this is precisely what we are talking about. Certainly, Kongzi is concerned throughout the text to argue against an excessive concern with material wealth. But this passage isn’t simply an admonition against the pursuit of wealth.
Tsoi also discusses my interpretation of Analects 12.9. I argue that in this passage,
the people under Duke Ai’s rulership are suffering from a natural contingency—a poor harvest—and Master You expresses his disapproval of the fact that Duke Ai is taxing them heavily while complaining that his own needs are not being met. This passage addresses a fundamental injustice—heavily taxing those who are suffering as a result of circumstances beyond their control. According to the Analects, a cultivated person should immediately recognize that there is something wrong with this situation, as Master You does. Further, for a ruler to respond by reducing the taxes on people’s suffering from natural contingencies is a basic matter of justice. Of course, we can praise such a ruler for exemplifying a number of other virtues, but a sense of justice is one of the capacities he has shown through his actions. (Cline 2013: 174–75)

Tsoi writes that he thinks there is “no obvious evidence suggesting that the principle behind You Ruo’s criticism is that people should not suffer for what they have no control of,” writing that this theme is “made prominent by Rawls and some luck egalitarians such as Ronald Dworkin,” and that I ascribe an interpretation that benefits my comparison without sufficient evidence. He writes, “This passage seems only to point out the significance of this state obligation, and criticize that people currently do not have enough.”
I’d like to point out a few things here. First, I am not arguing that there is a principle operating behind Master You’s criticism of the duke, but rather a basic human moral capacity: a sense of justice. I also think Tsoi’s claim that this passage only points out the state’s obligation to people in need fails to explain important parts of the text, which does not simply describe a case of people in need and specify the state’s obligation to them. The text tells us why they do not have enough. It was due to a poor harvest—a factor that is beyond their control. I don’t ascribe this to the text—the text specifies that this is the reason why people are suffering. (The Chinese commentarial tradition underscores the importance of this line. Commentators note that this exchange may have taken place during the Lu famine of 484 b.c.e., which occurred in the 14th year of Duke Ai’s reign, after back-to-back plagues of locusts in 484 and 483 b.c.e.) This shows an awareness of natural contingencies, and expresses the view that the state has an obligation when people are suffering as a result of such contingencies. While natural and social contingencies are indeed among those cases discussed by modern political philosophers like Rawls and Dworkin, religious traditions around the world including ancient Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity throughout their long histories have sought to address the question of why people suffer as a result of circumstances that are (or at least appear to be) beyond their control, so it shouldn’t surprise us that such a concern is found in ancient Chinese texts, as well. (And it is important to remember that the Jewish and Christian traditions are the source of the moral values that contemporary philosophers like Rawls and Dworkin are giving philosophical expression to.) It also isn’t surprising that these issues have long been of interest to religious thinkers and philosophers from many different cultures and societies. As Rawls points out, natural and social contingencies frequently lead to “especially deep inequalities. Not only are they pervasive, but they affect a person’s initial chances in life; yet they cannot possibly be justified by an appeal to the notions of merit or desert. It is these inequalities that are presumably inevitable in the basic structure of any society,” and that awaken a sense of justice in us if we have it (Rawls 1999: 7). Natural and social contingencies like these marginalize people for reasons that are beyond their control. The unfairness we perceive in such cases is an important part of why we feel an urgency in addressing injustices. A sense of justice is one of the moral capacities the duke lacks in Analects 12.9, for in ancient Chinese society (and in our own time as well) people not having enough as a result of harvests that were poor because of drought, locusts, and so on constitute examples of natural contingencies. (This isn’t a case of people living beyond their means, or being too lazy to work the fields!) As I argue over the course of my book, I think there is sufficient textual evidence in the Analects to show an awareness of and concern with these things—enough to show that there is an appreciation for a basic sense of justice.
One of the best Chinese commentaries on Analects 12.9 is from the Shuoyuan 説苑 (Garden of Persuasions), which underscores the fact that in governing, a ruler should behave like the father and mother of the people—seeking to make the people richer just as parents seek to provide for their children. But the duke is concerned that he will become poor if he does that. Kongzi says he has never seen a case of children who were rich with poor parents. The central concern is that the duke is only worried about his own material gain, and is not serving as a parent of the people. Throughout the Analects, many of the same passages that warn against taking material wealth and worldly honors as our central goals also point out the self-centeredness of rulers, the way that good parents put their own needs behind their children’s needs (and how rulers should do the same for their people), as well as a concern with values including harmony, filial piety, humaneness, and a sense of justice.2 These are interlocking and tightly interwoven concerns. It can be easy to neglect one or two of them in favor of others, but I think one of the reasons the Analects has been such an important and influential text is that there is so much there for us to discover. And we always need to remember that even though we may choose to focus on one or two dimensions of a passage, that doesn’t mean that there aren’t still other dimensions or layers to be explored, for those layers are part of its richness.
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Footnotes
1There have been a number of excellent studies of the distinctive views found in these and other Confucian and Daoist texts on various topics in political philosophy. See for example Eirik L. Harris (2013), Justin Tiwald (2008), Lee (2000), and Philip J. Ivanhoe (1999).

 

2For a study of the conception of oneness that is at work in such themes in the Confucian tradition, see Philip J. Ivanhoe (2017). For a study of early Confucian views on the central role of parent-child relationships in a good society, see Cline (2015).
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1 Introduction
Confucian political philosophy has long been understood as ethics-based political thought. Virtue, or more precisely benevolence, ren 仁, is largely accepted as the core value of Confucianism, both in discussion of individual self-cultivation and in the realm of politics. The terms inner sageness (nei sheng 內聖) and outer kingship (wai wang 外王) are commonly used to refer to this two-dimensional Confucian ideal and teaching. Most Confucians assert that virtue is the necessary base of good government. Such an assertion can be understood in two senses. First, good government is impossible if virtue is lacked. Second, one purpose of government is to serve the cultivation of virtue, especially of the common people. Many criticisms of Confucianism, and particularly of its political philosophy, however, target exactly this core value.
Some argue that focusing merely on virtue makes Confucians fail to notice the importance of good and objective institutions in the development and maintenance of good politics. One representative criticism is made by contemporary Neo-Confucian Mou Zong-san. He points out that Chinese culture has overemphasized morality and overlooks the importance of sophisticated conceptual thinking, leading to its failure to develop science and democracy. Democracy is the only possible political system by which to realize the Confucian political ideal, which Mou admits is virtue-based or virtue-orientated. For democracy to be successful, objective and well-designed political institutions are needed. The mere extension of virtue to politics is insufficient, if not obstructive, to the development of such institutions. Rigorous conceptual thinking, which has been rather weak in Chinese culture, is most needed for the development of democracy in China, because politics has its own rules which are independent of morality. In a nutshell, as a Confucian, Mou thinks that good politics should still be virtue-based, but pure ethics is insufficient for politics to be good (Mou 1991: 55–62).
Another typical criticism of Confucian political philosophy directly attacks virtuous ruling. Legalism is the most typical criticism of this type. Legalists think it is problematic and unpractical to rule by virtue as Confucians advocate. Law and punishment rather than virtue are the most appropriate and also the only means of good governance. Han Fei Zi says: “Order and power of a state originate from stringent law enforcement; weakness and disorder are caused by noncompliance to law. If a ruler understands this principle, he will reward and punish his ministers and people according to laws, not rule by benevolence.”1
It can be seen that criticisms of Confucian political philosophy and their corresponding arguments vary, but have a basic consensus that Confucian politics is ethics-based or alternatively virtue-based. They seldom disagree that virtue is the most important value embraced by Confucian political theory. This essay, however, will turn its critical eye on a particularly innovative interpretation of Confucian political philosophy. In her book Classical Confucian Political Thought: A New Interpretation, Loubna El Amine attempts a pioneering approach to reading classical Confucian texts, namely the Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi, and concludes that the prime concern of Confucian political philosophy is political order and not virtue. The principal claim of her book is that the standard of successful political rule in Confucianism is not virtue but rather the establishment and maintenance of political order (El Amine 2015: 10–11).
The purpose of this essay is to clarify her view on early Confucian political philosophy and then critically evaluate her claim. We will basically use exactly the same texts El Amine has used, that is, the Analects, Mencius, and Xunzi. The theme of this essay is to argue that El Amine’s reading of early Confucian political thought might be debatable, both textually and philosophically. The traditional understanding of early Confucian political thought is not as problematic as she believes, and the widely accepted vision of Confucian political thought as virtue-based is defendable. By reviewing her views, we attempt to explicate a philosophically appropriate understanding of virtue-based Confucian politics that is well supported by textual evidence. This essay is, however, not a defense of pre-Qin Confucian political philosophy as traditionally understood: it does not claim that virtue-based politics is perfect. It is rather just a clarification of the nature of classical Confucian political thought.
2 El Amine on Political Order
There are two main theses in El Amine’s book. First, political rulers’ ultimate goal is to maintain political order, to which virtue may be helpful but not necessary; and second, political rulers do not consider cultivating virtues of the common people, unless it is conducive to political order. The following explains these two major claims of her book, and clarifies the meanings of several important concepts she has used in her arguments.
2.1 Political Order But Not Virtue as the Criteria of Successful Politics
El Amine argues that the Confucian approach to political philosophy is not an ethics-first approach. The success of political rule is judged by political order, an independent standard applicable to politics that is distinctive from the standards used to assess individual life (El Amine 2015: 10). This is the principal claim of her book, which is actually two-fold: one dimension is about the pragmatic operation of politics, and another is about the functional end of politics. In terms of political operation, she claims that Confucians think virtue of rulers, ministers, and people are all not necessary for good politics. Virtue of rulers is not needed because all three Confucian thinkers, namely Confucius, Mencius and Xunzi, accept or even appreciate hegemonic rule for its success in preventing the unraveling of the Chinese states amid turbulent times (El Amine 2015: 58). Hegemons were rulers with political effectiveness at the expense of virtues, but early Confucians agreed with or even praised them (El Amine 2015: 53). Confucians, especially Mencius, also prefer hereditary succession of throne, which has difficulty guaranteeing the virtuousness of the ruler, rather than any other alternatives such as merit-based succession, popular choice, appointment by Heaven, and appointment by the current ruler (El Amine 2015: 141, 40–41). Just as virtue of rulers is not strictly required, full virtue of their ministers is also not compulsory for good politics. Ministers are required to be effective, brave, and resolute but not fully virtuous. This is the reason why Guan Zhong, the prime minister to the hegemon Duke Huan, was praised by Confucius and Xunzi for his loyalty and caring for the common people. Ministers are mainly endorsed for their ability to guarantee political order and propping up their rulers as hegemons (El Amine 2015: 141). She lists several pieces of textual evidence to support her argument. For example, she quotes Confucius’ praise of Zhongshu Yu, Priest Tuo and Wangsun Jia for their success in fulling their ministerial duties to uphold political order, despite the fact that all of them are lacking in virtue (El Amine 2015: 131). Thus, it can be seen that virtue of rulers and ministers is not strictly necessary for good politics. Even if Confucians like Xunzi would emphasize the importance of virtuous rulers, they do so simply because they believe political order produced by virtuous men is longer-lasting. Mencius also prefers virtuous rulers or ministers. This is driven by his consideration that they are the most capable of setting up good institutions that bring about political order (El Amine 2015: 141). The picture is clear that the prime concern of Confucian political philosophy is political order and they rely not on virtue but on institutions such as the taxes, law, and punishments for promoting the worthy and rituals so as to achieve and maintain such order (El Amine 2015: 27, 83). High virtue of the common people is definitely not necessary for good politics in El Amine’s understanding of Confucianism simply because they cannot be cultivated to be fully virtuous (2015: 33). Qualities expected of the common people as a group are therefore not virtue, rightness, and wisdom but reverence, subordination, honesty, and diligence (El Amine 2015: 34).
This also leads to the second aspect of her claim that Confucian political philosophy is not virtue-based: politics does not serve the purpose of cultivating common people’s virtue. Confucian politics does not aim at personal cultivation of virtues among the common people. Politics only targets at its own intrinsic value of political order and needs not be justified in terms of an ethical standard (El Amine 2015: 58–59). The core claim of her book is therefore that the success of political rule in Confucianism is judged by its own standard, that is, the establishment and maintenance of political order. This is in itself the motivating principle of Confucian political thought (El Amine 2015: 26), in which political outcomes are not judged by their promotion of virtue. Political order is thus the core concept of the book. Several related claims are also made accordingly. They are (i) the ultimate aim of the government is not ruling for the people (El Amine 2015: 51); (ii) the political thought of Confucius and of Mencius are very similar to Xunzi, in terms of their shared image of good politics as political order (El Amine 2015: 30); and (iii) Confucians are obliged to participate in politics in whatever situation, even in some extreme cases which are detrimental to their own pursuit of moral cultivation. The only deciding criterion is whether they see a possibility of bringing about a more orderly society. Moreover, they can only become fully virtuous individually by participation in politics (El Amine 2015: 174–75). Accurate interpretations of these interrelated concepts used by El Amine are crucial to full understanding and subsequent evaluation of her claims. The rest of this section gives detailed explanations of these important concepts, before we go into our counterargument in the next section.
2.2 Virtue
Virtue is understood by El Amine as the general term representing the cardinal virtues embraced by Confucianism. There are four Confucian core virtues, namely ren (or benevolence, 仁), rightness (yi 義), ritual propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 智) (El Amine 2015: 59). Ren is inarguably the most important virtue of Confucianism. When quoting Stephen Angle’s definition of the concept ren as “not just caring, not just sympathy, but warm and compassionate concern that extends, in an organic fashion, to all related and relevant aspects of one’s context” (Angle 2009: 78), she points out its meaning in the realm of politics: “It is not clear that it means exactly the same thing as an attribute of government as when it connotes a more general virtue” (El Amine 2015: 136). While admitting ren should be the core and general Confucian virtue of an individual, she suspects that it is not the case for a government. She therefore redefines the concept by saying that “ren government is defined precisely as one that provides for the people in the way described in Chapter 2” (El Amine 2015: 136–37), in which the aim of governmental policies is to promote the state’s productivity and provide for common people’s basic needs, which in turn is for the sake of winning their loyalty so that political order can be maintained (El Amine 2015: 73). In other words, the concept ren in the political realm does not have the traditional ethical meaning of being unconditionally benevolent towards other people or things, concerning their wellbeing, driven by an inner sense of morality. A ren government still concerns itself with the welfare of the common people, but it is driven only by the concern of achieving and maintaining political order. Cardinal Confucian virtues like ren, rightness, ritual propriety, and wisdom should then be limited to individual self-cultivation of morality only, which is obviously not strictly necessary to, and is also not the ultimate aim of, politics. This is the reason for her claim that the qualities expected of the common people, viewed as a group rather than as individuals, are not cardinal Confucian virtues but qualities like reverence, subordination, honesty, diligence, and correctness. It also explains why she thinks that the purpose of politics “is not a full-blown moral education [of the common people], but instruction in qualities favorable to an orderly society” (El Amine 2015: 34). In short, Confucian politics requires government to provide for people’s welfare, but it bears no intrinsic value of being ethical or virtuous by doing so. Virtue has merely instrumental value serving the ultimate purpose of political order. Confucian political thought is therefore not virtue based, but order orientated.
2.3 Welfare
Without the ethical sense of a virtuous society, what El Amine means by “welfare” is reduced to a purely socioeconomic sense. The terms she uses to collectively define “welfare” are “issues of land expansion, population increase, taxation and agricultural production” (El Amine 2015: 69). She concludes that Confucian politics requires rulers ensuring the appropriate functioning of socioeconomic systems through such measures as the well-field system (promoted by Mencius) and waving the taxes levied on borders and in markets to encourage free circulation of goods (suggested by both Mencius and Xunzi), such that these work to everyone’s benefit. These socioeconomic policies aim to promote the state’s productivity and thus secure the provision of common people’s basic needs. She clearly points out that only when the welfare of people is guaranteed, can the ruler or the government win the loyalty and support of the common people so that political order is maintained (El Amine 2015: 71–73). Since her focus is on the instrumental value welfare contributes to the final aim of political order, and political order is in itself an intrinsic value and does not serve the purpose of virtue, it should be reasonable to say that she regards welfare as a concept basically independent of Confucian virtues such as ren. This means that in her understanding, Confucian political philosophy does not claim that the government is obliged to provide people with welfare because of its benevolence, but rather in order to maintain political order only.
2.4 Political Order
El Amine differentiates two levels of political order in her book, one basic and another higher. Basic or first-level political order means the absence of chaos that results from fulfillment of the basic security and welfare of the common people. Higher or second-level political order means a more exalted and durable society. A harmonious society is a society with higher-level political order. Harmony is a normative standard indicating that there is good coordination among different segments of society. All social members are required to comply with the system of rituals (li 禮) for the success of achieving a harmonious society (El Amine 2015: 14). The purpose of distinguishing between two levels of political order is to work out the relationship between virtue and political order. The basic level of order is largely separated from Confucianism’s ethical core, while the higher level of order overlaps with Confucian virtue incompletely (El Amine 2015: 26). An incomplete overlap of virtue and political order can be understood in four senses, which are presented in Chapter 3, 4, 5, and 6 of her book.
Chapter 3 argues that Confucians prefer taking advantage of humans’ better features to achieve political order. Thus, they rely on rituals as institutional mechanisms for the regulation of society to achieve social harmony (El Amine 2015: 114). For example, filiality, a subset of rituals, is the springboard for developing a good character, which seems to be very useful in maintaining political order. Confucians convince themselves that “the best way to get disciplined subjects who are not likely to defy the rules of their community is to start first by encouraging the development of proper attitudes in the family” (El Amine 2015: 107). In chapter 4, she argues that Confucians favor virtuous rulers because they think political order produced by virtuous men is longer lasting (El Amine 2015: 141). After investigating the question of political participation, she concludes in Chapter 5 that a virtuous person is obliged to take part in politics, as otherwise he or she cannot be fully virtuous, while additionally the possibility of a harmonious society rests on their political participation (El Amine 2015: 174). Since Confucians sometimes agree to be ministers of corrupt rulers and clearly know that such rulers can never turn virtuous, their motivation of political engagement is therefore not virtue. Political participation is a political pursuit rather than an ethical one. When Confucians see a possibility to promote the welfare of people and political order, they will oblige themselves to participate in politics, even if the rulers are not virtuous and can never be made virtuous (El Amine 2015: 156).2 Thus, political order is obviously the most important consideration in the realm of politics, and it trumps all conflicting values. It should also be noted that the clear distinctions between welfare, political order, and virtue are crucial to understanding El Amine’s idea. Virtue can at most contribute as an instrumental value, serving the purpose of achieving longer-lasting political order in a harmonious society. When harmony is impossible, Confucians still appreciate the more basic level of political order, which is the reason they accept and praise hegemons.
Finally in chapter 6, El Amine identifies Heaven (tian 天) as the source of legitimacy of political participation even under corrupt rulers and during turbulent times. It is legitimate because Heaven clearly supports the pursuit of political virtue and delimits areas beyond human control (El Amine 2015: 184). Confucians should therefore try their best to participate in politics, pursuing people’s welfare and political order, but need not put blame on themselves and be held responsible for eventual political failures. Heaven justifies failures as they belong to an area out of human control. Heaven’s mandate is therefore meant to shield Confucians from being discouraged from participating in politics (El Amine 2015: 187). Her conclusion in this final chapter is that reconciliation of personal ethical imperatives with actual political limitation does not require Confucians to withdraw from the political world. That means Confucians should be comfortable to agree that their political engagement is not guaranteed success. In summary, the meaning of incomplete overlap of virtue and higher-level political order is that virtue contributes as an instrumental value to the ultimate purpose of political order. Cardinal Confucian virtues have no intrinsic political value. Welfare and political order are maintained not because the government and the ruler think that they should be virtuous to people, let alone for the purpose of cultivating people’s virtues. Political order, either on the basic level or higher level, is in itself a political value which stands on its own feet. Its development requires no virtue if only the basic level of order is to be achieved. It requires peoples’ virtue as a means to achieve higher level order in a harmonious society. In no case does political order serve the purpose of cultivating people’s virtue. In other words, political order is the highest value in the realm of politics. It is always an intrinsic value and is never an instrumental value to virtue. On the contrary, virtue is never an intrinsic value in politics; it sometimes contributes to political order but is not always necessary.
2.5 Government for the People
After elaborating on the relationship between virtue and political order, it should not be difficult to understand El Amine’s assertion that Confucian political philosophy is not a vision of “government for the people” (El Amine 2015: 43). Admitting this would be no different from acknowledging virtue as an intrinsic value in politics, which is obviously a position El Amine opposes. In her argument, political order is the unique intrinsic value. Thus, she emphatically rejects a normative conception of “the people” as the aim of government and claims that the aim of government is political order (El Amine 2015: 51). Hence, she argues against Joseph Chan’s “service conception of authority,” which says that the goal of politics is to satisfy common people’s needs, both materialistically and spiritually (Chan 2007: 188). She agrees that the common people do matter in politics, but they matter by the fact that by providing them with welfare, the government can win their support so that the ultimate goal of political order is achieved. She disagrees on viewing Confucian political philosophy as minben 民本 thought, a term widely used by scholars to describe the spirit of “ruling for the people” in Confucian political philosophy (El Amine 2015: 49).
3 Why Political Leaders Ought to Be Virtuous
In this section, I will argue against El Amine that virtue on the part of the ruler is necessary for good politics. Confucians do not regard politics to be successful or good if virtue of the government, represented by the ruler and ministers, is lacking.
3.1 Ethics-Based Political Theory: What Does It Mean?
When evaluating whether Confucian political theory is ethics based, there are three possibilities. (1) Politics is directly deduced from ethics. Politics can be successful by simple extension of individual virtue, especially by extending the personal virtue of the ruler to the political virtue of the government. In this case, ethics and politics are in a simple analytic relationship, meaning politics is included in or is a subset of ethics. Politics does not have its own rules not fully covered by ethics; every political theory can be reduced to an ethical theory. (2) Politics cannot be deduced analytically from ethics, but still cannot be made sense of without ethics as a necessary condition. This is a weaker sense of ethics-based political theory. Virtue is necessary, although not sufficient, for successful politics. Politics still has its own rules and theories not totally covered by ethics, but they are also not irrelevant to virtue. Certainly, in what way these political rules are related to virtue is an important philosophical question, which I shall discuss in detail. Nevertheless, whether politics is good or successful is still significantly affected by the degree of virtue the society presents. Virtue of the ruler and the government is extremely crucial. Virtue has its intrinsic value even in the realm of politics. It is not merely an instrumental value to the success of politics. (3) Politics and ethics are related contingently, not through necessity. This is a position El Amine actually holds, discussed in the previous section. In short, this position views virtue as a good but not necessary means to successful politics. It is good only because of its instrumental value in fostering social harmony.
When investigating political operations descriptively and normatively in her book, El Amine argues against position 2 and argues for position 3 as characteristic of classical Confucianism. This paper will argue against position 3 and argue for position 2. That is, politics cannot operate well if it is devoid of virtue, especially of the ruler and the government. Political order must be accompanied by virtue; otherwise it is not authentic political order. Actually, Confucians do not hold position 1 either, but since it is not a position that Al Amine holds, it would not be discussed in this paper.
3.2 Virtue as a Necessary Condition of Good Politics
It may be the case that politics can work when virtue is missing, but Confucians would consider it bad politics and reject it. Actually, rivals of Confucianism such as Legalism think that virtue is not only unnecessary, it is even an obstacle to good politics. The Confucian view certainly has a normative evaluation of how politics should work, but it is not a purely normative claim. The descriptive part of this claim is that Confucians believe politics without virtue is not sustainable, even if it works temporarily. Confucians ask for virtue-based politics because they think that this is the only possible way toward political sustainability. This is a rather different view from position 3 described above, held by El Amine, though they both agree that political order that results from virtuous governing is longer lasting. The core difference lies on two points. First, virtue-based politics admits virtue is intrinsically good, even in the realm of politics; while the non-virtue-based politics of position 3 rejects that intrinsic goodness. The second point is that virtue-based politics considers politics without virtue to be unsustainable, whereas non-virtue-based politics does not. El Amine does not touch much on the sustainability of political order other than in making the point that she thinks Confucians choose virtuous ruling because they believe political order achieved by this type of ruling is longer lasting. Nonetheless, it should be convincing enough to postulate that she must endorse the claim that the sustainability of political order can also be achieved by methods other than virtuous ruling. We now turn to discussions of how early Confucians apprehend political order and virtue respectively, to show that Confucian political thought is not exactly as she presents it.
El Amine says that “hegemons provide the model of how a ruler succeeds at achieving political order without necessarily showing qualities of virtue” (2015: 60–61). She quotes many texts to support her argument that Confucians appreciate the capability of hegemons in achieving political order. Absence of chaos is what she means by political order, in both the basic and higher level. The question is whether virtue is necessary for achievement of political order. El Amine thinks it is not necessary, though it would be good if there is some, to make political order more sustainable in a harmonious society ruled by a virtuous government. This is because ruling by hegemons is also an alternative way to achieve political order.
Mencius however, does not think so. He says:
Even if you knew the way of Yao and Shun, you could not rule the Empire equitably except through benevolent government. Now there are some who, despite their benevolent hearts and reputations, succeed neither in benefiting the people by their benevolence nor in setting an example for posterity. (Mencius 4A1)3

Although Mencius’ main point here is that merely virtue is not sufficient for good ruling; but it also necessarily contains his assertion that it would be impossible to rule a state equitably if the government is not benevolent. Unvirtuous rule, which is certainly bad in Mencius’ eyes, must also lack political order. El Amine also quotes this teaching of Mencius and interprets it as “what is ren about ren government is not so much that the ruler has a ren heart but that he provides for the people” (2015: 137). She does not regard the concept “ren government,” unlike a ren heart of the individual, as having any ethically normative meaning. The following passage of Mencius, however, shows that “ren,” or alternatively benevolence, must be an ethically normative concept even in the political realm; and political order cannot be achieved if the ruler is not benevolent, let alone possess sustainability.
Those who are in the service of princes today all say, “I am able to extend the territory of my prince, and fill his coffers for him.” The good subject of today would have been looked upon in antiquity as a pest on the people. To enrich a prince who is neither attracted to the Way nor bent upon benevolence is to enrich a Chieh . . . . Following the practice of the present day, unless there is a change in the ways of the people, a man could not hold the Empire for the duration of one morning, even if it were given to him. (Mencius 6B9)

Another part of this passage tells us that officials being able to help the prince or the state to win allies and ensure victory in war are considered bad if they are not benevolent. It should be noted that the pair of concepts “antiquity” and “present day” are always used in a normative rather than a descriptive sense in Mencius. “Antiquity” semantically connotes approval and “present day” or “today” connotes disapproval. They presented in judgments of whether an individual or a government is benevolent or not. It is clearly seen in this teaching that economic and military strength does not suffice to make political order. The only possible way to achieve political order and maintain its sustainability is ruling according to the Way with benevolence. Departure from benevolence is no different from assisting tyranny. The word “benevolence” clearly also carries ethical connotations in politics.
The above virtue-based interpretation of Mencius’ political thought agrees better with his teaching that, as D.C. Lau translates, “Goodness (shan 善) alone is not sufficient for government; The law (fa 法) unaided cannot make itself effective (Mencius 4A1).” El Amine quotes the same passage to argue that Mencius means to highlight the importance of government regulations to achieving political order, after she tries to redefine ren government as explained above. She also thinks that Xunzi echoes Mencius here, and is even more explicit about the idea that virtue is not necessary for these regulations or laws (El Amine 2015: 137–38). This interpretation by Lau, however, is debatable because he may have controversially assigned the modern concept of law to ancient Mencius. Mou Zong-san has clearly pointed out that fa here refers neither to laws nor the modern concept of rule of law. Its meaning is totally different from the following three senses of law: (1) Legal provisions; (2) Pre-Qin Legalist laws of reward and punishment; (3) Rule of law in modern democracy. Instead, fa here means precisely the model practices of virtuous ruling, or “benevolent government” (ren zheng 仁政). In other words, it is the Way practiced by the Former Kings (xian wang zhi fa 先王之法) (Mou 1991: 136). Mou’s interpretation seems to be more appropriate than the translation of fa as law by Lau in light of the previous sentence, which presents the reason given by Mencius to justify this claim. That is, “there are some who, despite their benevolent hearts and reputations, succeed neither in benefiting the people by their benevolence nor setting an example for posterity. This is because they do not practice the Way of the Former Kings” (Mencius 4A1). Thus we best read Mencius as stating that neither goodness (and benevolence) nor the Way of Former Kings (fa 法, i.e. proper models or guides in the practices of ruling) alone is effective; rather, each must be supported by the other. The Way of Former Kings requires the benevolent heart of the ruler, and the benevolent heart of the ruler must be actualized through the practice of benevolent ruling. It is acceptable to think that the practice of benevolent ruling includes implementation of rules and regulations; but it is not limited to them. The meaning of fa should be broader than El Amine and Lau think; and only in this way can the whole teaching of Mencius be understood smoothly. Mencius does not mention anything about regulations or law before he introduces the concept fa the first time in this passage. It in fact sounds rather awkward and incoherent, when the textual context is considered, if fa here is understood as laws. This is because Mencius is expressing the view that without benevolent government one cannot rule the Empire equitably using the metaphors that one could not draw squares or circles precisely without carpenter’s tools and one could not adjust the pitch of the five notes correctly without the six pipes (Mencius 4A1). Because of these parallel textual structures and the usage of metaphors, when saying that one could not rule the Empire well except through benevolent government, Mencius is clearly referring fa to the guides of virtuous ruling rather than a narrow meaning limited to legal regulations. Thus, we have strong reasons to prefer Mou’s interpretation over Lau’s. This being the case, the importance of government virtue largely remains, and challenges El Amine’s claim that Mencius aims to highlight government regulations or laws. Mencius’ actual intention is to highlight, in addition to the virtuous heart of the ruler, the equal importance of actual virtuous ruling practices, which include but do not merely consist in government’s legal regulations. He is not highlighting a narrow sense of laws that exclude government virtue. The virtuous heart is the transcendental foundation, which makes virtuous ruling possible. Meanwhile, virtuous ruling actualizes the transcendental virtuous heart of the ruler, avoiding the virtue being purely abstract or theoretical. Both are essential in Mencius’ political thought.
3.3 The Intrinsic Value of Virtues for Political Rulers
In their persuasion tactics, early Confucians did not avoid mentioning utility when they were trying to convince rulers to adopt benevolent governance, which was depicted as attractively lucrative. This was a pragmatic consideration, especially for Mencius, when he used it merely as a lobbying strategy. This does not necessarily imply that Confucian politics is in nature utilitarian or realistic, so that the virtue of the rulers carries no intrinsic value. Such virtue is treasured not only because it can bring political benefits, including political order. Further investigation into early Confucian texts suggests rather that the virtue of the political rulers is in itself good. When attempting to persuade King Xuan of Qi to be a benevolent king and convincing him of his ability to do so, Mencius’ argument is famously based on the point that the King should not bear to see innocent people suffering, derived from the fact that he cannot bear to see the innocent ox slaughtered.
The heart behind your action is sufficient to enable you to become a true King. The people all thought that you grudged the expense, but, for my part, I have no doubt that you were moved by pity for the animal. (Mencius 1A7)

If Mencius is not inconsistent in his argumentation, “the heart behind the King’s action” is exactly the same heart that is sensitive to the suffering of others, which every human being must possess.
No man is devoid of a heart sensitive to the suffering of others. Such a sensitive heart was possessed by the Former Kings and this manifested itself in compassionate [that is, benevolent] government. With such a sensitive heart behind compassionate government, it was as easy to rule the Empire as rolling it on your palm. (Mencius 2A6)

According to the definition Mencius has given of this heart, it is an unconditional compassionate heart which cannot bear the suffering of others. Under no circumstance is it moved by mere utilitarian consideration.
He would certainly be moved to compassion, not because he wanted to get in the good graces of the parents, nor because he wished to win the praise of his fellow villagers or friends, nor yet because he disliked the cry of the child. (Mencius 2A6)

This same unconditional morality is applicable to both individual and politics. Mencius clearly discusses both together here, in the story of seeing a young child about to fall into a well and as the paradigm of benevolent governance represented by the Former Kings, in the same passage. Virtue of the rulers must bear intrinsic value, instead of having merely instrumental value in promoting political order. Otherwise, Mencius’ argument would be inconsistent and untenable.
3.4 The Criterion for Political Participation
The Confucian emphasis on virtue further explains why El Amine’s claim that Confucians would oblige themselves to participate in politics in whatever situation, provided that a possibility to improve political order in her sense is observed, is also highly debatable. The following teaching of the Confucius shows in what cases Confucians would refuse to take part in politics: “When the Way prevails in the state he takes office, but when the Way falls into disuse in the state he allows himself to be furled and put away safely” (Analects 15.7).4 Confucius here pins down the criterion for political involvement. When the Way prevails, a Confucian ought to take part in politics; but he or she should withdraw from it if the Way is abandoned. It should be noted that in the Confucian context, the Way always carries connotations of morality and virtue. One cannot insist that these virtues are only instrumental because they are conducive to political order. That cannot be the case, since whether the Way prevails is clearly the determining factor for participating in politics or not. It is thus reasonable to say that Confucius would hold the position that one should never take part in politics if the Way does not prevail, even if there is perfect political order. This nicely matches with the later part of his teaching regarding when the Way falls into disuse, in which case he avoids any political participation. This indicates that what primarily matter are virtues but not order. Mencius echoes Confucius’ teaching and explains the reason for this criterion.
If he reveres virtue and delights in rightness, he can be content. Hence a Gentleman never abandons rightness in adversity, nor does he depart from the Way in success. By not abandoning rightness in adversity, he finds delight in himself; by not departing from the Way in success, he remains an example the people can look up to. Men of antiquity made the people feel the effect of their bounty when they realized their ambition, and, when they failed to realize their ambition, were at least able to show the world an exemplary character. In obscurity a man makes perfect his own person, but in prominence he makes perfect the whole Empire as well. (Mencius 7A9)

Driven by his benevolence toward the people, a gentleman participates in politics only to benefit them, including acting as a moral exemplar for the purpose of facilitating their moral cultivation. He would never allow himself to divert from the principle of virtue, that is, the Way. This explains why a gentleman would preserve his own virtuous personality by refusing to take office. Such a refusal would at least add no more suffering to people living under an unjust regime, who are already in difficulties. Confucians would never assist a malevolent government in persecuting their people. Every decision made by a Confucian, including the political ones, is virtue oriented. Self-esteem is not the principal consideration. This core moral principle is upheld by every Confucian, although it is also true that Mencius sometimes but not always makes room for diverse sagely ministerial responses to disorder.
Yi Yin said, “I serve any prince; I rule over any people. I take office whether order prevails or not.” Again, he said, “Heaven, in producing the people, has given to those who first attain understanding the duty of awakening those who are slow to understand; and to those who are the first to awaken the duty of awakening those who are slow to awaken. I am amongst the first of Heaven’s people to awaken. I shall awaken this people by means of this Way.” (Mencius 5B1)

Mencius endorses Yi Yin’s political participation, even in a disordered society, simply because this is out of an intention to promote the Way and not just to restore political order. Otherwise, Yi Yin should have claimed that he shall resume the order rather than awaken people by means of the Way.
Xunzi’s teaching of Zixia’s story should be understood similarly. When being asked the reason for refusing to participate in politics even if he was suffering from poverty, Zi Xia replied:
I will not serve as minister to those feudal lords who treat me in an arrogant manner. I will not have a return audience with a grand officer who is haughty with me . . . . Competing for profits is like obtaining something no bigger than a flea’s suit of armor at the cost of losing your hand. (Xunzi 27.97)5

Zixia refuses to take office not because he feels humiliated by the lords or his colleagues. He just refuses to serve a government without virtue. When the ruler and his ministers are arrogant and present a haughty manner, it is unlikely the government will be benevolent to the people. Zixia therefore refuses to be a member of the inhumane regime, no matter how miserable and scarce his own life would be. Confucians preserve their own virtues by always following the Way. It is thus questionable to claim that they are not ethical purists or idealists, as El Amine does (El Amine 2015: 170), since they purely follow the Way in all their political considerations. That is the ideal moral principle, which places the wellbeing of the people, including their moral cultivation, as always their major concern. It is therefore also problematic to claim that Confucianism regards political participation as an absolute duty of its disciples regardless of the prevailing political situation (El Amine 2015: 148–50). When listing textual evidence to support her claim, El Amine might have sometimes overlooked other possible interpretations which actually contradict her position. For example, she quotes the following teaching of Confucius: “The gentleman takes office in order to do his duty. As for putting the Way into practice, he knows all along that it is hopeless” (Analects 18.7). She thinks this is a strong piece of evidence reflecting that Confucianism regards not entering public life as ignoring one’s duty (El Amine 2015: 150). Her interpretation, however, is unacceptable if she means that political participation is obligatory even if the ruler is tyrannical and serving as his minister can only add further suffering to the people. That is exactly why Zhu Xi during the Song Dynasty added the remark that “although we should not refuse to take up the duty with an excuse of preserving one’s reputation, we must never compromise our rightness to earn salary” in interpreting this teaching.6 Zhu Xi’s crucial remark helps to avoid misinterpretation of Confucius’ teaching. It can be seen that virtue is still the highest determining standard when a Confucian decides whether to engage in politics or not. Compared to El Amine’s reading, Zhu Xi’s interpretation is more consistent with the teaching of Confucius we quoted earlier, that one should not engage in politics if the Way falls into disuse. Turning to Mencius, it is acceptable to claim that “Mencius encourages political involvement even when one has to associate with a corrupt ruler, if there is a reasonable hope that one can influence the ruler to promote welfare-inducing policies” (El Amine 2015: 163). By the same token, Mencius’ endorsement should be justified by the demand for virtue, that is, one’s benevolence towards people, rather than merely order-inducing considerations as she thinks. This fits into our interpretative framework better than her order-based reading, if we agree that people’s welfare is not limited to material goods but also includes moral cultivation. This is the topic of the following section.
4 Why Political Leaders Ought to Cultivate Virtues of the Common People
In the Confucian perspective, the welfare of the people also includes their moral edification. This section argues that good politics aims to cultivate virtues of the common people. In this context, I shall also discuss the relationship among virtue, welfare of the people, and political order. A triangular relationship among them is proposed. We start by looking into the Confucian meaning of “welfare.”
4.1 Welfare
El Amine claims that “welfare, peace, and order are goods in themselves and need not be justified through the fulfillment of ‘ethical’ standards” (El Amine 2015: 59). It is, however, questionable whether early Confucians indeed think this. We will investigate this question from two perspectives: how welfare is defined by Confucians and what motivates Confucians to provide people with welfare.
It is true that the socio-economic factors listed by El Amine, including agricultural production and a good taxation system, are essential to the welfare of the people and that the government is therefore required to provide or facilitate them. No Confucian would disregard the importance of promoting people’s wealth. Evidence can be easily found in the teachings of all three early Confucian Masters, namely, Confucius, Mencius and Xunzi.7
Confucians never deny that wealth of the people is an important part of their welfare which the government should be responsible for facilitating it; but does this mean that the welfare of the people is limited to such issues as wealth, materialistic satisfaction, or even security? Confucianism seems to have a broader understanding to the concept of the “welfare of the people,” as indicated in Confucius’ response to the question, “When their circumstances have been improved, what further benefit can one add?” where Confucius states (in Lau’s translation), “Train them” (Analects 13.9). The English translation “train” might not be entirely semantically accurate. The Chinese wording Confucius uses here is actually closer to “teach them” (jiao zhi 教之). Teaching can be considered a better translation in helping us to appreciate Confucius’s point here. He thinks teaching people can promote their moral cultivation, which is also a benefit to them. In the Confucian point of view, welfare is incomplete if moral cultivation is left out. People are benefited by teaching if they are cultivated with virtue, and welfare is thus not only a matter of empirical or economic benefit. It also includes spiritual benefit. Confucius uses the word “teach” (jiao 教) only seven times in the Analects, and in each of these it carries the meaning of promoting the moral transformation of people.8
There is also the crucial teaching of Mencius, “In governing the Empire, the sage tries to make food as plentiful as water and fire. When that happens, how can there be any amongst his people who are not benevolent?” (Mencius 7A23) It is clear that the ultimate goal is to cultivate people to benevolence. Providing people with materialistic welfare serves the ultimate purpose of cultivating people’s virtue. Certainly, one can also try to argue that the only purpose of cultivating people is to promote political order, as El Amine seems to think, so that cultivated people are easier to rule and manage. Mencius, however, does not think politics is everything. Teaching the people, helping them with moral cultivation, is a higher goal than politics.
Benevolent words do not have as profound an effect on the people as a benevolent tone. Good government does not win the people as does good education. He who practices good government is feared by the people; he who gives the people good education is loved by them. Good government wins the wealth of the people; good education wins their hearts. (Mencius 7A14)

This passage should not be interpreted as merely related to obedience despite the fact that winning people’s heart certainly would help in ruling them. Receiving moral education is akin to being loved and looked after by a kind father or an elder brother, which is a very happy and desirable experience to every person. It promotes people’s welfare and wellbeing.
Those who are morally well-adjusted look after those who are not; those who are talented look after those who are not. That is why people are glad to have good fathers and elder brothers. (Mencius 4B7)

Confucians put strong emphasis on the kindness of senior people like parents, elder siblings, and teachers. None of this has anything to do with the obedience or submission of the junior people; otherwise it would imply the sort of domination which Confucians strongly oppose. The only reasonable explanation is that kindness is intrinsically good. The same principle applies to politics as well. Educating people is not totally for the purpose of ruling or achieving political order. It is more valuable than merely “good politics” accomplishing perfect political order, where people are afraid of the government and submit to it. Moral education is in itself good for the people and should be counted as composing people’s welfare. This resonates with Confucius’ idea that moral cultivation is itself a benefit to people. That is also exactly the reason why the sage-king is not satisfied with providing people with materialistic necessities but also requires himself to give them higher-order welfare, that is, moral education. A government wants their people to be cultivated simply because it is kind toward them and cannot bear to see them being deprived of this welfare.
Hou Chi taught the people how to farm and grow the five kinds of grain. When these ripened, the people multiplied. This is the way of the common people: once they have a full belly and warm clothes on their back they degenerate to the level of animals if they are allowed to lead idle lives, without education and discipline. This gave the sage King further cause for concern, and so he appointed Hsieh as the Minister of Education whose duty was to teach the people human relationships: love between father and son, duty between ruler and subject, distinction between husband and wife, precedence of the old over the young, and faith between friends. (Mencius 3A4)

In saying this, Mencius does not state that educating the people is for any political purpose, or to achieve political order. A stronger interpretation of his teaching here tells us that moral cultivation is in itself a good for the people, and thus also a part of their welfare. We need not deny the fact that moral cultivation of the people can help the maintenance of political order, but it should not be understood as the major, not to mention the only, concern of Mencius.
In conclusion, both Confucius and Mencius do think that moral education is itself part of welfare to people. A good government should offer this highest welfare to people because it is intrinsically good, provided that the necessary conditions of securing their social-economic wellbeing must be fulfilled first.
4.2 Every Person Has Their Own Worth
The above discussions of welfare and political order have shed some light on their relationship with virtue already. Welfare of the people includes helping them to be morally cultivated, and genuine political order can only be achieved by winning their hearts through virtuous ruling. This section further examines the importance of virtue in politics. We start with a teaching of Xunzi.
Inside the home to be filial towards one’s parents and outside the home to be properly courteous toward one’s elders constitute the minimal standard of human conduct. To be obedient to superiors and to be reliable in one’s dealing with inferiors constitute a higher standard of conduct. To follow the dictates of the Way rather than those of one’s lord and to follow the requirements of morality rather than the wishes of one’s father constitute the highest standard of conduct. When the inner mind finds contentment with ritual principles and when speech is closely connected to categories encompassed in ritual, then the Way of Ru is fully realized. (Xunzi 29.1)

Following the Way and requirements of morality constitutes the highest value when compared to simply being obedient to the rulers. The contents of the Way are the ritual principles, as Xunzi explains. The following teaching of Xunzi helps us to understand the meaning of ritual principles.
The Way of the Ancient Kings lay in exalting the principle of humanity and in following the mean in their conduct. What is meant by the “mean”? I say that it is correctly identified with ritual and moral principles . . . When the gentleman is termed “worthy,” this does not mean that he is capable of all that able men can do . . . But when it is a question of assessing in discourse relative inner power and fixing the order of precedence in accord with it, or of measuring ability and assigning office accordingly, or of causing both the worthy and unworthy to obtain suitable places, the capable and incapable to get their proper positions, or of causing the myriad of things to get their due, or causing each affair and changed circumstances to obtain its proper response . . . (Xunzi 8.3)

Rituals are not only institutional mechanisms, as El Amine sees it (El Amine 2015: 116); they are also, even more importantly, moral principles. The worthiest ministers always follow the dictates of the Way, based on rituals and moral principles, rather than follow the dictation of the ruler. Actually, it is absolutely impossible to argue against political order in El Amine’s sense because no political thought would reject it and naively prefer a chaotic society. Confucianism is definitely no exception. A political theory failing to secure political order must be a seriously substandard one and should be abandoned without hesitation. Though acknowledging that politics has its own rules basically independent of ethical or moral principles, the Confucian political ideal transcends the political realm, arguing that the highest aim of politics is to enhance the wellbeing of people, which must include their spiritual wellbeing. Its aim is not merely lack of chaos. Confucian teachings require, in addition to political order, pursuit of moral value by both the ruler and the people. Xunzi is very insightful here to point out that every single person in a society has different capabilities regarding different matters, even those who are labelled “unworthy,” and thus should be able to get their most suitable positions and have their own worth and value. This early Confucian idea was largely carried forward by later Song-Ming Neo Confucians and becomes one of the most important virtues, or even the greatest virtue embraced by Confucianism: the humanistic spirit that every person and everything has their own position and own worth (wu ge fu wu 物各付物).
4.3 The Relationship Between Welfare, Political Order and Virtue
Our discussion should now come to a conclusion on the relationship between welfare, political order, and virtue. They form a triangular relationship with each other, and collectively give the full picture of ideal politics. That means in Confucianism, ideal politics is a virtue-based, well-ordered society in which every person has his or her most suitable social position and own worth, with their welfare secured as well. These are the necessary and also collectively sufficient conditions of good politics. A triangular relationship means each item is supported by the other two, and at the same time each item also supports the other two. We have already shown that virtue of the government is the major motivation for it to provide people with welfare. The spirit of Confucian political thought is ruling for the people. Virtue is also directly contributive to political order by winning people’s hearts, although this is not the sole or even main source from which virtue derives its value. Without welfare, moreover, virtue is not understandable. A ruler can hardly claim that he is virtuous if he fails to provide people with any welfare, just as virtue of the people can hardly be cultivated in a chaotic society without political order. We have also shown above that the welfare of people includes receiving moral teaching. In addition, it is true that welfare contributes to political order and good political order helps further enhancing people’s welfare, as El Amine argues. But from this we see therefore a triangular relationship among virtue, welfare, and political order. Each must be understood in terms of the other two. Only through this triangular relationship can we see the full picture of Confucian politics. It is not the case that virtue and welfare of the people have unidirectional contribution to political order.
Confucian politics stands on three legs: virtue, welfare of the people, and political order. They are three different concepts; Confucianism considers them to be all indispensable for successful politics. And what this section is trying to show is that one of the most representative traits of Confucian political philosophy is that none of the three concepts can be fully addressed without a holistic understanding of the other two. These three core elements are mutually defining and collectively construct the ideal picture of Confucian politics. The following Mencius quotation best represents the Confucian idea that these three components must be present in good politics.
Hence when determining what means of support the people should have, a clear-sighted ruler ensures that these are sufficient, on the one hand, for the care of parents, and, on the other, for the support of wife and children, so that the people always have sufficient food in good years and escape starvation in bad; only then does he drive them towards goodness; in this way the people find it easy to follow him. (Mencius 1A7)

It is clearly seen from Mencius’ teaching that none of the trio can be missing and virtue is the most important value among them. Thus, Confucian political philosophy is a virtue-based political vision and should not be understood as a theory purely concerned with political order, as El Amine suggests. This is because even when perfect political order is attained, Confucians still regard it as less desirable if it is not virtue-based. That is also the reason why we should not put emphasis only on the last sentence of the above passage and falsely believe that all Mencius’ suggestions are for the purpose of political order. The above excerpt of Mencius is from exactly the same passage discussed earlier showing for the intrinsic value of virtues for political rulers, where he convinces King Xuan of Qi that he also possesses unconditional morality and thus must be able to rule benevolently if he is willing to do so. By the same context, Mencius’s teaching here should be more appropriately understood as evidence to support a virtue-based rather than an order-based argument. The last sentence should be regarded as a pragmatic strategy of persuasion deployed by Mencius, who was a recognized master of the art. Only by such a reading can the whole passage become more coherent. We quote Xunzi, the Confucian Master considered by El Amine to be most concerned with political order, to conclude our discussion. It can be seen that even Xunzi is not as utilitarian as El Amine thinks.
Although the moral force of their inner power had not yet reached perfection and although moral principles had not yet been fully attained, yet, in a general way, they displayed rational principles for ordering the world. Their punishments and rewards, their prohibitions and assents, were believed by the world. . . . They did not use as their foundation the arts of government and instruction of the people, nor did they fully develop what is highest and most noble, nor did they make consistent patterns of good form and rational order, nor were they able to win over the hearts and minds of mankind . . . . Their army was strong, their cities well defended, and hostile countries stood in awe of them . . . . This is what is called “establishing trust and becoming a lord protector.” (Xunzi 11.1c)

In such a situation, perfect political order has been achieved but Xunzi still considers it to be less desirable than “what is called ‘moral principles being established and becoming a universal king’” (Xunzi 11.1b). It is hence quite convincing to say that Confucians think virtue is more important and fundamental than merely political order. In the triangular relationship we have proposed, Confucians never see authentic political order and virtue as potentially being in tension. Instead, they are always mutually supportive. No political theory would ignore the importance of political order, and early Confucianism is no exception. Acknowledging the importance of political order does not mean that the Confucians regard it as even more important than the core value of benevolence or virtue. To reinforce the persuasiveness of our claim, a final remark on the function of good politics is given below.
4.4 Sense of Shame
In our previous discussion, we have shown that the ultimate goal of politics is to cultivate people’s benevolence. By comparing the use of penal laws and cultivation, Confucius gives credit only to the latter.
Guide them by edicts, keep them in line with punishments, and the common people will stay out of trouble but will have no sense of shame. Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with the rites, and they will, besides having a sense of shame, reform themselves. (Analects 2.3)

El Amine is certainly correct in pointing out that Confucius prefers cultivating over punishing the people, but it is still worth discussing the claim that Confucians have such a preference because they want to carefully develop people’s natural disposition to be sociable toward the creation of a political order (El Amine 2015: 67). When interpreting this teaching of Confucius, she concludes that Confucians expect people to acquire qualities like reverence, subordination, honesty, diligence, and correctness, which are favorable to an orderly society, rather than Confucian cardinal virtues such as ren, rightness, or wisdom (El Amine 2015: 34). This reading, however, seems to be incompatible with other important Confucian teachings. For example, sense of shame is always a purely moral sentiment in Confucians’ eyes. In no case is it relevant to any utilitarian purposes. As Mencius puts it, “A man must not be without shame, for the shame of being without shame is shamelessness indeed” (Mencius 7A6).
Sense of shame is part of the essential human nature. A shameless person is not a genuine human being. This echoes Mencius’s ethical and normative definition of human being with the four sprouts. One of the sprouts is exactly the “heart of shame.”9 One should be ashamed if he finds himself not as moral or virtuous as others. A person devoid of the heart of shame will never strive to catch up with people with good morality. Therefore, Mencius says immediately afterward, “Great is the use of shame to man. He who indulges in craftiness has no use for shame. If a man is not ashamed of being inferior to other men, how will being their equal have anything to do with him?” (Mencius 7A7) Being inferior here means being morally inferior to other people, but not politically inferior. If political order is the only consideration, it should be desirable for people to feel inferior and submissive to politically superior people. If this is the case, it makes no sense for Mencius to criticize those unwilling to catch up with the superiors. Mencius, who always claims himself to be a strict follower Confucius, must interpret Confucius’ teaching here as cultivating people’s sense of shame for the sake of fully realizing their human nature rather than making them politically submissive. This also strengthens the evidence that Confucians’ participation in politics is orientated not toward political order but rather virtue. Confucians are thus not as utilitarian as El Amine thinks. Although cultivated people are indeed helpful to political order, this should not be seen as their final aim. Mencius gives us the final picture of ideal Confucian politics, from which it can be clearly seen that virtue of the people is the ultimate concern. Virtue cultivation is the highest benefit brought by a sage king to his subjects.
The people under a leader of the feudal lords are happy; those under a true King are expansive and content. They bear no ill will when put to death, neither do they feel any gratitude when profited. They move daily towards goodness without realizing who it is that brings this about. A gentleman transforms where he is passing through, and works wonders where he abides. He is in the same stream as Heaven above and Earth below. Can he be said to bring but small benefit? (Mencius 7A13)

People cultivated and transformed by good politics brought by a sage king no longer treasure their own lives or personal profit most; they treasure virtue most. This teaching of Mencius should not be read superficially and narrowly as a measure merely to enhance political order. On the contrary, politics should serve the purpose of providing people with their greatest benefit: virtue.
5 The Internal Relationship Between the “Means” and the “End” – Xunzi’s Political Philosophy
No political philosophy would reject political order. It is an analytically true proposition that a political philosophy theory is advocating a thesis to promote political order. Even though promoting political order needs not be the only purpose of a political theory, it is necessarily one of the purposes. A political theory arguing against political order is ridiculous and unintelligible. Confucian political philosophy is no exception. It does not make sense to argue against political order in our article. To defend the virtue-based characteristics of Confucian political philosophy, we are arguing that in the Confucian perspective, virtue is the only and unreplaceable “means” of achieving political order. This core principle is upheld by Xunzi, who is widely regarded as the pre-Qin Confucian concerned most with political order. This last section of our article argues that Xunzi, the most seemingly utilitarian pre-Qin Confucian renowned for his political theory, is actually not as pragmatic and utilitarian as he is usually understood. The most suitable and strongest reading of Xunzi’s political philosophy should be an internal and not an external relationship between the “means” of virtue and the “end” of political order. This means even if we follow El Amine and suppose that the ultimate purpose is political order, the only way to achieve it is by practicing Confucian virtue. Xunzi thinks that there would be no alternative method other than virtue to make political order possible.
Relationships between a means and an end can either be external or internal. In external relationships, the means is one of the possible, but not the only possible, method to achieve the end. For example, in order to lose weight for health’s sake, one decides to go on a diet. In this case, being on a diet is the means and to lose weight is the end. There is an external relationship between them because being on a diet is merely one of several possible ways to lose weight. One can also do more physical exercise or even have medical surgery. Being on a diet is replaceable, and thus they have an external relationship. In an internal relationship between a means and an end, in contrast, the means is unreplaceable—the only possible way to achieve the end. An easy example is that, if I want to enjoy the pleasure and satisfaction brought by studying philosophy, the only possible means to achieve the aim is to study philosophy. Studying anything else, for instance physics or literature, can never bring me the pleasure or satisfaction of studying philosophy. There is an internal relationship between the means, studying philosophy, and the end, enjoying the pleasure and satisfaction brought by studying philosophy.10 In Xunzi’s political philosophy, the relationship between the “means” of virtue and the “end” of political order is also an internal one. And because of this internal relationship, Xunzi’s political philosophy is still virtue-based.
5.1 Criticism of Mozi
Mozi is one of the most pragmatic pre-Qin thinkers. He sternly criticized the Confucian theory of benevolence for its suspected partiality. Mozi’s focus is, however, on achieving political order by the means of inclusive, utmost, and universal love (jian’ai 兼愛). Xunzi’s criticism of Mozi targets exactly his over-emphasis on political pragmatism and ignorance of the principles of politics, including hierarchical order and the important role played by the virtue of ritual.
Mo Di was blinded by utility and was insensible to the value of good form… Thus in a doctrine called the Way grounded on “utility,” everyone will be consumed with seeking profit. (Xunzi 21.4)

Utility is one of the core concepts of Mozi. His ultimate concern is to maximize the public interest by advocating jian’ai. And to Mozi, the most important utility is political order. Xunzi disagrees with Mozi’s over-emphasis on utility and thinks that his theory is too pragmatic. From his criticism of Mozi, it can be clearly seen that utility or public interest, though they are certainly valued by Xunzi, are not the core of his philosophy. Instead, the principal concepts are ritual and moral principles (liyi 禮義). Liyi is a complex concept of Xunzi. It is the foundation of transforming a person’s original nature and developing his acquired nature (hua xing qi wei 化性起偽). This concept contains, but is not limited to, the cardinal Confucian virtues, and is also the necessary and sufficient condition of political order. They are two sides of the same coin. The following paragraphs show that ritual and moral principles are the necessary and sufficient conditions of political order.
5.2 Ritual and Moral Principles (Liyi) as Necessary and Sufficient Conditions of Political Order
Xunzi states, “I say that ‘well ordered’ refers to ritual and moral principles and that ‘chaotic’ refers to what is contrary to them” (Xunzi 3.7). This statement clearly shows that when there are ritual and moral principles, there is order. If they are abandoned, the society will certainly become chaotic. That means ritual and moral principles are not only necessary, but also sufficient to social order. Ritual and moral principles are therefore unreplaceable. There is an internal relationship between the “means” and the “end,” if we still insist on the means-end differentiation. Such a differentiation is, however, somewhat reductant. As in our aforementioned example of enjoying the pleasure of studying philosophy, the end and the means actually refer to the same process of acquiring satisfaction by studying philosophy. The means and the end refer to the same thing, and the “means” itself carries the same intrinsic value as the “end.” Differentiation between them is therefore unnecessary. Utilitarianism is incompatible with the theory of means-end internal relationship. Working out the best means to maximize utility is the first principle of utilitarianism. That means there must be more than one means to achieving the same end so that they can be calculated and compared. An external relationship between the means and the end is thus logically implied by utilitarianism, otherwise there will not be any meaningful philosophical discussion. If the relationship between the “means” and the “end” is internal, it cannot be any kind of utilitarianism. For Xunzi, relationship between ritual and moral principles (liyi) and political order is obviously internal. Xunzi is therefore, strictly speaking, not a utilitarian. The following teaching further demonstrates what we have discussed.
When he (the lord) exalts ritual principles and values morality, his country will be well ordered; when he disdains ritual principles and despises morality, his country will be anarchic. (Xunzi 15.1c)

Upholding the rituals principles and morality by the ruler is the only possible way to political order. Meanwhile, they ensure political order. A necessary and sufficient condition between the “means” of virtue and the “end” of political order are clearly presented here. Xunzi’s claim is much stronger than El Amine’s reading that virtuous ruling is merely for the sake of longer-lasting political order. It is not a pragmatic consideration of longer or shorter lasting order. Virtue is the determining factor in Xunzi’s political philosophy. When the ruler is virtuous and adopts the ritual principle, there is political order. If he fails to do so, political order is impossible. Virtuous ruling according to liyi and political order are two sides of the same coin. Utilitarianism fails to accurately depict Xunzi’s political thought. In this sense, Xunzi’s political philosophy follows the Confucian tradition, which is still a virtue-based theory. El Amine’s conclusion that “the Confucian political standard of order is distinct from the Confucian ethical standard of virtue” is thus highly debatable (El Amine 2015: 15). As we have shown, they are not distinct but necessarily linked together in Xunzi’s thought, not to mention Confucius and Mencius. The following reminder by Xunzi should best conclude the virtue-based Confucian political thought, which requires a benevolent, moral, and wise ruler or government to strive for political order and also aim at cultivating the people.

The reflective thought arising out of his knowledge is adequate to put the people in good order, the magnanimity arising from his humaneness is sufficient to secure them, and the reputation arising from his inner power is sufficient to transform them. If one such person is obtained, order will prevail; if he is lost, disorder will result. (Xunzi 10.5)



6 Conclusion
This paper comes to two major conclusions. First, the classical Confucians see virtue as indispensable for the accomplishment of good politics. Political rulers are required to be virtuous. Confucians also see the virtue of the rulers as beneficial to the achievement of political order, and they think that only with benevolence to the people can the political order be possible and sustainable. Virtue of the rulers is therefore not optional but necessary. More importantly, the unconditional moral capability of the human being is the principal reason Confucians give when they argue for rulers’ ability to rule benevolently. This means they do not hold the view that one should rule with virtue merely for the purpose of political order, such that virtue only bears instrumental value. On the contrary, virtue has substantial intrinsic value; it is in itself good. This is the core idea of Confucianism. A Confucian should take office if he or she thinks that such political participation is contributive to people’s wellbeing. This is an entirely ethical criterion for political engagement.
The second conclusion is that good politics also serves the final aim of Confucianism, which is fully realizing people’s personality by cultivating their virtue, though they are never expected and required to possess sage-like perfect virtue. Welfare of the people is not limited to empirical, materialistic, or socioeconomic issues. Moral cultivation is a particularly important part of people’s wellbeing. It is actually the highest form of welfare, and the government is responsible for offering it to the people. In good politics, the three elements of welfare, political order, and virtue cannot be understood separately. They are closely related to each other and form a triangular relationship. They are each necessary and collectively sufficient for good politics. Good governance should help all people to realize their own worth and virtues, including their sense of shame, so that everyone can become a fully human. That is the ideal of Confucian politics. There is not such a sharp contrast between Confucian politics and ethics, whereas El Amine thinks that the former has its own standard of political order (El Amine 2015: 9). This does not mean that early Confucians have no differentiation between politics and ethics in any sense. Confucian politics certainly has some of its own theories, but this does not affect the fact that it requires rulers to be benevolent themselves and provide the common people with moral edification. By these two conclusions, we maintain that early Confucian political philosophy is virtue-based and upholds the principle of “government for the people,” or alternatively the minben spirit. We end our discussion by echoing Confucius’s definition of politics: “To govern is to correct. If you set an example by being correct, who would dare to remain incorrect?” (Analects 12.17).
References
	Angle, Stephen C. 2009. Sagehood: The Contemporary Significance of Neo-Confucian Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Chan, Joseph. 2007. Democracy and Meritocracy: Toward a Confucian Perspective. Journal of Chinese Philosophy 34 (2): 179–193.Crossref

	El Amine, Loubna. 2015. Classical Confucian Political Thought: A New Interpretation. Princeton/Oxford: Princeton University Press.Crossref

	Knoblock, John, trans. 1988–1994. Xunzi: A Translation and Study of the Complete Works. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

	Lau, D.C. trans. 1979. The Analects. Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press.

	———. 2003. Mencius, rev. ed. Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press.

	Mou, Zong-san 牟宗三. 1991. Zhengdao yu zhidao 政道與治道 (Authority and governance). Taipei: Xuesheng shuju.

	Zhu, Xi 朱熹. 2010. Sishu zhangju jizhu 四書章句集注 (Collected commentary on the Four Books). In Zhuzi quanshu 朱子全書 (Collected works of Master Zhu), edited by Zhu Jieren 朱傑人, Yan Zuozhi 嚴佐之, and Liu Yongxiang 劉永翔, vol. 6. Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe.



Footnotes
1The “Wai Chu Shuo You Xia” chapter of the Han Fei Zi states, in Chinese, “治強生於法, 弱亂生於阿, 君明於此, 則正賞罰而非仁下也.”

 

2A few words must be added to have a clearer understanding to her stance here. She thinks that Confucians cannot be fully virtuous if they do not participate in politics. It seems that their political participation can be said to be virtue orientated, and Confucians participate in politics in order to fully realize their individual virtue. The tricky point is that when the question is asked not in the realm limited to individual but politics, the major consideration is the possibility of succeeding political order. That is why she claims to the extent that one sees a potential for convincing the ruler to undertake order-promoting policies, like the welfare-orientated policies, then one should get involved in politics, even to the detriment of devotion to the purely moral cultivation (El Amine 2015: 175). In her perception, sacrificing small amount of personal virtue for the sake of substantial political order achievement is approved by Confucianism.

 

3Translations of Mencius are quoted from D. C. Lau (2003).

 

4Translations of the Analects are from D. C. Lau (1979).

 

5Translations of Xunzi are from John Knoblock (1990).

 

6Zhu Xi (2010) writes in Chinese, “是以雖不潔身以亂倫, 亦非忘義以殉祿也.”

 

7Analects 13.9, Mencius 7A23, and Xunzi 9.5 are examples.

 

8Examples include, “In instruction there is no separation into categories” and “The Master instructs under four heads: culture, moral conduct, doing one’s best and being trustworthy in what one says” (Analects 15.39, 7.25). The words “instruct” or “instruction” here again, mean teaching the people, especially with moral cultivation.

 

9“Whoever is devoid of the heart of shame is not human” (Mencius 2A6).

 

10This argument is inspired by Prof. Cheng Chun-yi’s lecture on Mozi in the course History of Chinese Philosophy (Fall semester 2018, The Chinese university of Hong Kong).
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Chan Leong’s review of my book is thorough and engaging—I thank him for reading the book closely and presenting a thoughtful critique of the arguments I offer in it. I will focus in my response on the general issues raised in it rather than take up each point he makes in detail, for how to read this or that piece of textual evidence is ultimately not a question that can be easily or decisively settled, and in any case might not be of broad interest. 
Let me start with the relationship between ethics and politics, a question central to my book and to Chan’s review. Chan distinguishes three possibilities for this relationship: complete overlap, partial overlap, and complete separation (Chan 180). He attributes the third possibility to my interpretation of Confucianism, and sets out to argue against it, preferring the second option (partial overlap) instead. I do not, however, argue that ethics and politics are totally separate in early Confucian thought. In fact, I do not think that such total separation is possible because any normative claim can be viewed as having ethical content; the claim that order is better than chaos, for example, can always be plausibly described as an ethical claim. It also seems to me helpful to rule out the first possibility (complete overlap). For the domain of politics is by definition different from the domain of ethics; politics is precisely the domain where a multiplicity of actors operate, faced with the challenge of coordination and—more often than not—of the scarcity of resources. The domain of ethics, by contrast, is concerned with the morality of choices to be made by individuals. Given the distinctive challenges of group coordination, it is unlikely that politics will ever allow for the complete fulfillment of individuals’ ethical obligations.
Ruling these two possibilities out does not, however, leave only a single in-between option. It actually leaves open manifold possibilities: various extents of incomplete overlap between ethics and politics are contained in the space between complete overlap and complete separation. The second possibility identified by Chan is thus not one discrete option; it is a spectrum of possibilities. Presenting the possibilities as a spectrum—which, in retrospect, I should have done in my book—helps focus the discussion on substantive, rather than semantic, questions, with the challenge being to specify where the early Confucian position on the relationship between ethics and politics exactly lies on this—broad—spectrum.
I argue in my book that the early Confucians conceive of government as aiming at political order, not virtue. Chan rightly contends that no political philosophy will reject political order and opt instead for chaos (Chan 192). I agree that it is trivially true that governments strive minimally towards order, but the book goes substantially further than this claim in outlining the details of the political order envisioned by the early Confucians. Indeed, the book is concerned with specifying the relevant conception of order, including the exact relationship between ethics and politics in it. My argument departs from existing ones in the secondary literature, and from Chan’s own interpretation, not merely in the claim that political order is important but also in outlining the details of this political order, including the ranking of the various goods that are part of it (personal virtue, security, economic well-being, the management of common resources, merit, and harmony), as well as in explaining in detail how a ruler achieves order, and what the motivations for political order are.
Chan critically describes the interpretation that I adopt and that emerges out of the preceding as “utilitarian.” Yet, just as all the positions contained within the above-mentioned spectrum can be described as ethical to varying degrees, they can also all be described as “utilitarian” in the sense that they all achieve utility for the ruler, the ruled, or both parties. Some measure of utilitarianism is indeed built into the normativity of politics as such. Chan rejects utilitarianism in favor of speaking of the “intrinsic” importance of virtue, even for rulers, by which he means that virtue is to be espoused for its own sake, and not for bringing about other goods (Chan 183). But this claim is an ethical claim; it begs the political question, namely why should the most virtuous be made to rule? The answer must involve some statement about the good that their virtue brings to the realm. Any claim that virtue is important, let alone necessary, for politics must involve the recognition that personal virtue carries political utility. The question then is how this utility is conceived—and, relatedly, to what extent virtue is necessary to achieve it. I ask this question about the early Confucians in my book.
Chan interprets the conception of political order that I attribute to them as being aimed at the self-interest of the ruler alone. He quotes me as arguing that Confucian government is not “for the people” (Chan 178). Crucially, however, the full statement I make in the book is that it is “not ‘for the people’ exclusively” (emphasis added). In what precedes this statement, I write that Confucian political order is “a holistic conception based on the complementarity of interests between ruler and ruled.” The idea is thus that political order is of benefit to both the ruler and the people. As I argue in the first chapter of my book, the Confucian conception of government cannot be aimed at fulfilling the ruler’s self-interest in any narrowly understood sense because achieving political order is demanding. It requires, at the very least, that the ruler sacrifice his personal enjoyments for the sake of governing the realm in a competent and impartial fashion.
A minister too sacrifices personal enjoyments in taking part in politics, all the more so when he attempts to bring about political order while serving under a corrupt ruler. Nowhere do I suggest that the Confucians would “assist a malevolent government in persecuting the people” or that they argue for serving in government out of “self-esteem” (Chan 187). The claim is precisely the opposite: serving under a malevolent ruler is justifiable precisely when such service holds out hope for improving the situation of the people (and thus achieving order) and because the potential for bringing good about is worth the cost to a Confucian gentleman’s reputation and the loss of time that he could otherwise have spent undertaking self-oriented activities, including virtue-enhancing ones like scholarly learning.
To return to the question raised earlier about the necessity of virtue, the preceding claims about political order benefiting both ruler and ruled invite inquiry into whether it is possible for non-virtuous rulers, such as hegemons, to govern in this munificent way at all. My contention is that a ruler’s ability to see that benefiting his people also benefits him in the long run does not require full-fledged virtue, and that hegemons (in contradistinction to tyrants, who rule by force and monopoly) have that foresight. On the one hand, then, virtue in rulers is not strictly necessary. On the other hand, I also argue that the Confucian preference is for a ritual-based political order. Achieving such order is more demanding than the hegemonic one and requires more foresight and wisdom on the part of the rulers. This is where the importance of virtuous kings comes in. It is also where the early Confucians part ways with Legalists, such as Han Feizi; the Legalist conception of political order does not leave any place for ritual as a mechanism for regulating society, let alone for virtuous kings at the apex of the ritual order.
In his discussion of Xunzi, Chan writes that “every single person in a society has different capabilities regarding different matters, even for those who are labeled as ‘unworthy,’ and thus should be able to get their most suitable positions and have their own worth and value” (Chan 192). This describes the position I too attribute to the early Confucians: the higher the worth, the higher one’s position is in the political hierarchy. This conception of political order, especially in its ritual-based form, is hierarchical through and through, but this is, crucially, a hierarchy of merit, not privilege—social mobility always remains an option even for those occupying the lowest rungs in the hierarchy. Often, however, material conditions prevent large segments of the population from rising up in the hierarchy: this is the crux of the argument I offer about the place of the common people (the min 民) in the Confucian conception of government.
Confucian political order as I present it in the book is a lofty proposition. It is not authoritarian, it is not concerned with the narrow self-interest of the ruler, and it is not based on putting people down or subjugating them. I argue that it is not “for the people” simply to distinguish the Confucian view from (modern) democratic conceptions of government sometimes attributed to it and that view “the people” as the source of authority and government as being a mere functionary, aimed at fulfilling their aspirations. On my interpretation, the Confucian conception is instead more holistic, based not so much on a notion of a people being served by a government, but rather on a notion of an orderly society in which different parts (including ruler and ruled) fulfill different and complementary roles. Indeed, it could be argued that virtue resides in this social whole, without residing in all of its parts.
My worry about talk of “intrinsic value” and “higher goals” (Chan 190) in interpretations of Confucian political thought is that it downplays the extent to which the early Confucian texts are full of discussions of politics in its own right, politics understood as the messy realm of collective action, scarce resources, complicated regulations, and the ever-looming possibility of conflict. The Confucian texts are indeed not primarily ethical texts with mentions of politics few and far between; politics is central to them. Relatedly, my worry is that the virtue-centered view of Confucian politics abstracts the early Confucians away from their historical context, a time of immense social change. The early Confucians were far from oblivious to the world of warring states around them, and to the material realities that characterized it. They recognized the importance of institutions, of the economy, and of foreign relations, even outside of situations concerned with virtue acquisition. My account of their conception of political order is meant to illutrate this sensitivity to history and to sociological realities, while remaining true to the lofty ideal the Confucians upheld: a harmonious whole in which ruler and ruled partake in a complementary and mutually beneficial relationship.
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