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Confucian Role Ethics and
the Moral Imagination

21K (Roger T. Ames)”

Introduction

There are different ways of conceiving the moral life. A traditional
occupation of moral philosophy has been to discover some fixed point of
morality, some bottom line—some self-evident and irrecusable principle, an
ideal pattern of life, a natural law under which all other criteria can be
subsumed—and then to clarify this precept, to defend it against all comers,
and then to proceed to apply it to particular cases for their resolution. In this
familiar idealization of the moral life, the principle precedes the application to
particular cases, and comes into play to solve moral issues as they arise.
Principle must wait upon moral problems for its proper function.

Confucian role ethics is not ethical theory per se, but a relatively
straightforward account of the human experience and a vision of the moral
life. Moral excellence—ren {~—Ilike a work of art, is a specific expression of
virtuosity and imagination. Far from entailing a strict application of some
predetermined and self-sufficient moral principles to difficult situations, ren
collects as a reservoir of moral meaning that is embodied in people in familial
relations and that elevates and transforms the human experience. By
preemptively disposing persons in family and community to a shared elegance
in their various undertakings, ren’s function is to at least minimize the
emergence of morally deficient situations. There is more justice to be found
in creating a social fabric that precludes abusive situations than in punishing
perpetrators of what is deemed unjust actions.

We begin from a relational, focus-field conception of person. Tang Junyi
BEEF (1909—1978), one of China’s most prominent “New Confucians #f
%% % ,” invokes a feature of Chinese cosmology that provides insight into

the vectoral yet always contingent nature of the human experience. For Tang

« AXEEREEERRKPEE FHPUREFEHRE.
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Junyi, the Confucian understanding of “human nature” is that a provisional
generalized disposition that is both persistent and always under revision in its
interactions with other things. In Tang’s own words, Chinese cosmology
entails the notion that “human nature is nothing but the unfolding of the
natural and cultural processes themselves (xing ji tiandao guan P4 Bl K &
Wy ”

All teleological and genetic assumptionswe might have about being
human have to be qualified by the spontaneous emergence of novelty within
any specific context, and by a creative advance in any situation’s continuing
present. “ Human nature,” then, is the aggregating yet open-ended
disposition of human beings over time, and is an expression of the ongoing
attainment of relational virtuosity (rem {7) within cur inherited cultural
legacy (tiandao KXiE). In fact, it is precisely the indeterminate possibility
for creative change that is the most salient feature of the human xing. What
is “innate” in the xing of persons is most importantly the propensity for
growth, cultivation, and refinement.

In Tang Junyi’s general discussion ofthe Confucian understanding of
human nature, he notes that xing has two referents: it refers to the
continuing existence of a particular thing itself, and also refers that which in
a thing continues the life of other things. The nature of the soil, for
example, lies not only in its own conditions, but also in its propensity to
grow things conducive to life itself, A Confucian conception of human
beings—or better, “human becomings”—is that they too are defined
relationally and collaterally—not what they “are,” but what they “do” in the
world.

Tang Junyi’s definition of thenature of “human becomings” in terms of
their ongoing relations within their various social, natural, and cultural
environments exemplifies his proposition that “one and many are inseparable
—Z AW and at the same time challenges the familiar interpretation that
we are human “beings”—that is, being human entails some ready-made
“given” essence or telos—some innate and unchanging endowment present in
us from birth.

This Confucian definition of person contrasts starkly with a foundational
individualism that is default in much of Western theorizing of the human
experience, and has important implications for the role human beings must

aspire to in the Confucian vision of a consummate moral andreligious life,
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Setting the Project: The Great Learning (dazxue K%¥)

“Where does meaning come from?” must be one of our most fundamental
philosophical questions. For the Confucian project, a personal commitment
to achieving relational virtuosity within one’s own family relationships is
both the starting point and the ultimate source of personal, social, and
indeed cosmic meaning. That is, cultivating one’ s own person through
achieving and sustaining meaningful relations enlarges the cosmos by adding
meaning to it, and in turn, this increasingly meaningful cosmos provides a
fertile context for the project of one’s own personal cultivation.

Confucius is adamant that moral motivation is the motor of personal
cultivation., Always self-effacing, he not only allows but actually insists
repeatedly upon one description of himself—that he “cares deeply for learning
(haoxue IF2).” And for him, to learn means specifically to have the
unrelenting resolve to become consummate in one’s conduct as a person (ren

{7). Becoming consummate in one’s conduct is a lifelong project that quite

literally begins at home: B F& A& . A ML, FHRWE . K Z2E5.

Exemplary persons (junzi & F) concentrate their efforts on the
root, for the root having taken hold, one’s vision of the moral life (dao
#) will grow therefrom. As for family reverence (xiao # ) and
fraternal deference (zi %), these are, I suspect, the root of becoming

consummate in one’s conduct (ren 1=). @

Importantly, such consummate conduct is irreducibly collateral and
transactional—the refined and elegant expression of a relational virtuosity:
“BEIr ELEE, W iH{ 22 F B Correlating one’s conduct with those close at
hand can be said to be the method of becoming consummate in one’ s
conduct. "@Again, Confucius insists that “3{-H &, i B A F# becoming
consummate in one’s conduct is self-originating—how could it originate with
others?”@And further, he has the highest expectations for the transformative
outcome of such resolve: “F &1 I ik I study what is near at hand and aspire
to what is lofty. ”®

Indeed, in this Confucian tradition, there is a direct corridor from the

Analects 1. 2.

Analects 6. 30.
Analects 12, 1.
Analect 14. 35.

® 8 8 e
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moral life to a2 human-centered religiousness as its ultimate manifestation.
Confucian religiousness—the powerful sense of personal worth and belonging
that arises through the growth of meaningful relations—is the spirituality
achieved within the inspired family and community wherein the members
aspire to contribute themselves utterly in their relations with others, Such
religiousness is itself a product of the flourishing family and community and
the quality of this religious life is a direct consequence of the quality of
communal living, Said another way, religiosity is neither the root of the
flourishing community, nor the seed from which it grows, but is rather its
fruit, its radiant flower. The symbiotic association between personal
cultivation and the numinous is captured in the familiar mantra that is used to
distinguish Confucian familial and communal reverence from God-inspired

worship: “the continuity between the human experience and the divine
(tianren heyi K ANG—).”7

Family and the Beginnings of Moral Competence

In theAnalects we find repeatedly the same radial structure of personal
cultivation that is expressed in the Great Learning . where the vision of the
moral life emerges from immediate family relations and is then, as a direct
extension of family roles, extrapolated to inform one’s dealings within the
community more broadly: HF AMZE, H W%, EWMEZERME/T. 17
HRIT ML,

As a son and a younger brother, be reverent in familial relations at
home (xiao #) and be deferential to elders (zi #) in the community; be
cautious in what you say and then make good on your word (zin f£);
love the multitude broadly and be intimate with those who are
consummate in their conduct (ren 4=). If in so behaving you still have
energy left, use it to improve yourself through more academic pursuits
(zuewen % X). 0

Indeed, just as family is the pervasive metaphor in the Confucian
worldview, familial reverence (xiao # ) is both the beginning and the
consequence—the means and the end—of Confucian learning. Just as one acts
consummately ren in order to become consummately ren, one xiao’s in order

to become xiao. Given the central role of the family in Confucianism,

@ Analects 1.6, See also 1.2, 1.7,
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appropriate family feelings are that resource from which our pathways
through life emerge. The expectation repeated several times in the Analects
is that one embarks on this journey with one’s parents, and never in their
lifetime ventures far from them in person or in spirit. ©The Confucian life is a
family life lived together.

TheClassic of Familial Reverence (Xiaojing Z£ 4 ) like the Analects
begins by establishing the centrality of familial reverence in the project of
becoming consummately human. The opening passage that seeks to set the
theme for this canonical document states clearly that family feeling is the
ground of both personal worth and education: “RZF ,fEx A, % Z Fdh 4
. It is familial reverence (xiao),” said the Master, “that is the root of
excellence (de), and whence education (jiao) itself is born. ”®

The character translated“familial reverence (xiao #)” is constituted by
“elders (lao #&)” and “son, daughter, child (zi F),” encouraging an
existential understanding of what this particular combination of images would
mean, Like ren that requires us to access and to build upon our own
existential sense of what it would mean to become consummate as a
“person,” ziao too has immediate reference to our lived experience.

In the passage cited here, Confucius in correlating family reverence and
education is taking advantage of the cognate relationship between the
character for“education (jiao #()” and that for “familial reverence (xiao
#),” where the graph for “education (jiao #)” simply adds on the “branch
(zhi ¥)” radical, suggesting as it does that on the family tree, the younger
generation branches out from the root and trunk of the generations that have

“education (jiao)”

come before. The classical Shuowen lexicon defines
transactionally and generationally as “that which those above disseminate and
those below emulate. ” Importantly the character for education (jiao) itself
underscores the centrality of familial reverence (xiao) to the actual content
and purposes of education, just as the cognate relationship both of these

&

characters have with the term “emulating (xiao % )” emphasizes the
modeling role that the older generation has in instructing its progeny.

In this first chapter of the Classic of Family Reverence, the content of
“family reverence” is again defined in a way that recalls the radial and
aspirational structure of the Great Learning by beginning most concretely

from attention to one’ s own physical well-being and then extending this

@ Analects 4, 19—21,
@  All passages from the Xiaojing are adapted from Rosemont and Ames (2008).
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concern outward to achieving distinction for one’s progenitors:

ABEG  F2xhb. THAE . L TEH  UBRE, F 2440,

Vigilance in not allowing anything to do injury to your person is
where family reverence begins; distinguishing yourself and walking the
proper way (dac) in the world; raising your name high for posterity and
thereby bringing esteem to your father and mother—it is in these things
that family reverence finds its consummation. This family reverence then
begins in service to your parents, continues in service to your lord, and

culminates in distinguishing yourself in the world.

The vocabulary surrounding this central notion of“family reverence” provides
concrete guidelines for moral conduct by acknowledging the practical,
situated, interpenetrating, and dispositional nature of all goods, values, and
virtues, While we do have a compelling sense of how to act as mothers to our
sons and uncles to our nieces, we must struggle to find real insight into the
meaning of “courage” or “justice” as abstract virtues. In seeking directives
for moral conduct, the ambiguity that invariably attends our practical
understanding of such complex family relations is offset when we attempt to
identify, stipulate, and apply what initially might seem to be more clear yet
turn out to be profoundly vague moral principles.

A persistent obstacle to a deeper understanding of ziao arises from a
common and simplistic equation between filial reverence and obedience. Xiao
that derives from the bottom-up deference and respect children owe their
elders must be distinguished clearly from pater familias, the top-down power
and privilege of the father that we associate with Roman culture. Indeed,
family relations like all relations within a Chinese ecological cosmology are
collateral. The elderly certainly bask in the deference of the younger
generation, but the expectation is that members of the younger generation
too derive considerable pleasure from attending to the needs and feelings of
their seniors,

An importantconsideration in understanding the wbrkings of family
reverence is that instruction is to be conducted through modeling rather than
by fiat. The elder generation teaches their children appropriate deference
most effectively by demonstrating the same quality of respect in their
interactions with the grandparents of their children, and in their
remembrances of their children’s ancestors as well. Children come to emulate
what transpires among the more senior relatives within the home.

But deference is only the more obvious part of the equation. At times

being truly filial within the family, like being a loyal minister within the
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court, requires remonstrance (jian BR) rather than automatic compliance.
And this remonstrance, far from being discretionary or optional, is
considered a stern obligation. In the Xunzi too, much of an entire fascicle is
devoted to the complexity of these relations, challenging any simple reading
of family reverence or loyalty as obedience. It provides ready examples of
where it is in fact unfilial and disloyal to comply with the demands of one’s
superior. ®

Remonstrance is an inclusive and reflexive concern; it is focused on the
“we:” How can we do better? As such, it must be distinguished from the
kind of protest that is exclusive and dialectical—an objection directed at
“you, ” Of course, to be effective in altering patterns of behavior, such
remonstrance must be pursued with enormous sensitivity and tact, and with
considerable imagination as well.

A second important stratum of familial bonding is captured in the

4

expression, “fraternal deference (zi 4 ):” that is, the respect expressed
within the same generation by younger brothers for their elder siblings.
Indeed, similar to xiao as the appropriate relation between elders and
children, this fraternal attitude is thought to be so natural and obvious that
the graph expressing it is composed of nothing more than “younger brother
(di #4)” together with “thoughts and feelings (xin A>).” The expectation is
that these patterns of fraternal deference first nourished within the immediate
family will overflow such initial boundaries and ripple out into the extended
community to consolidate it as a super-family,

A third stratum of family reverence that is itself an extension of both
family reverence (xiao) and fraternal deference (¢i) is a devotion to a circle
of friends (you &) that range across generational bounds, and that require

responses analogous to those of family members,

A Explanatory Vocabulary: shu 3, zhong
By yi X xin {7, and de 8

The Analects provides us with an explanatory vocabulary for
understanding how ren—a cultivated disposition to seek optimal meaning
within the familially grounded relations that define any situation—eventuates
in the moral growth of persons and their communities, and how the

aggregating wisdom over time produces an ethos—a persistent communal

® Xunzi 20,
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cultural identity. How do we proceed to make the most of a situation? How
do we get the most out of our conditions, human resources and otherwise?
And what are the long-term outcomes of personal growth for the community
and for the culture?

We begin from the moral uncertainty that attends the human experience.
There is truly a momentousness to the moral life. As Confucius says,“ R H
‘WZ AN Z 6]’ % , B K 41 2 7t B £. There is nothing that I can do for
someone who is not constantly asking himself; ‘What to do? What to do?’”®
Each actual situation initially presents its own configuration of relations that
needs to be inventoried and assessed with discernment. But beyond the given
facticity of any state of affairs, it also entails a range of possibilities for
further growth and articulation, the scope of which is dependent upon our
own cultivated quality of responsiveness and upon that degree of imagination
required to conjure forth what is optimally appropriate. Each encounter is
unique, and requires a quality of moral intelligence to be brought to bear in
order to maximize its possibilities.

Moral imagination is vital because some responses are going to be better
than others. This graduated differential among possibilities means that, as a
counterweight to merely habituated responses, every moment will require
keen attention to alternatives and the exercise of informed judgment.

Confucius’s vision of the moral life requires unremitting attention in all
of our concrete situations in order to find the most productive way forward.
The demands of the moral life are unrelenting. There are no moral holidays
for ren conduct. Indeed, it is because of Yan Hui’s capacity to sustain this

attention to achieving ren in all of his conduct that Confucius lavishes praise

on his favorite student: Elt, HO=AARFE( . HANHAZETHCD L,

With my student, Yan Hui, he could go for several months without
departing from consummate thoughts and feelings; as for the others,
only every once in a while might consummate thoughts and feelings make

an appearance, @

Whatever compass and capacity one is able to achieve in one’s fondness for

learning, ren conduct requires that such learning be made relevant to what is

immediately at hand. %M E, YEMER . {-EHLb R,

Learn broadly yet be focused in your purposes; inquire with urgency

® Analects 15, 16.
® Analects 6. 7.
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yet reflect closely on the question at hand—consummate conduct (ren)
lies simply in this, @

Shu is defined frequently in the classical texts and in the Shuowen
lexicon by reference to ren {~, “consummate conduct,” as the desired
outcome of shu, The association between shu and ren is one of function, Just
as ren is analogical—a coordination of both similarity and difference in one’s
roles and relations—so shu too is a matter of correlating one’ s own conduct
with the behavior of others.

There can be no question about the central importance ofshu in the
Confucian moral vocabulary. Shu expresses both moral uncertainty and the
creative search for an appropriate response. When Confucius claims that his

“way (dao)” is bound together with one continuous strand, one of his senior
protégées, Master Zeng, defines this thread: X F ¥, DM E £,

Themoral vision of the Master is doing your utmost (zhong #£) and
putting yourself in the other’s place (shu #), nothing more, @

On another occasion, making shu even more primary, Confucius
identifies shu as “H —~F M A L X B 452 # the one expression that can be
acted upon until the end of one’s days. *®

The centrality given shu respects the unparalleled importance of
imagination in moral judgment. Imagination is not perceived as supplemental
or subsidiary or remedial, but an empathetic capacity requiring education and
nurturance. Like aesthetic judgment, imagination is an attempt to correlate
detail with the whole picture, and in so doing, broaden the context for moral
consideration.

Shu has been translated variously as “altruism” (Wing-tsit Chan),
“reciprocity” (Tu Wei-ming) , “consideration” (Waley), “do not do to others
what you do not want them to do to you” (Fingarette), and “using oneself as
a measure in gauging the wishes of others” (Lau).

Shu contrasts sharply with more abstract and calculative analytic or
theoretical strategies for determining moral conduct. Understood as “putting
yourself in the other’ s place,” it is the most fundamental gesture of a
concrete, contextualizing moral disposition. It entails a recognition of the
importance of “deference” both in the sense of taking under consideration the

interests of others, and deferring action until we overcome uncertainty in our

© Analects 19. 6.
@ Analects 4. 15,
® Analects 15. 24, Compare Analects 5.12 and 12, 2.
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moral inquiry. Shu is a contextualized doubt in search of a guiding belief to
stabilize our actions,

Shu is a fundamentally aesthetic disposition initially shaped within the
ziao- and ti-governed family bonds where “person” is defined by concrete
roles and relations—this son responding to this grandmother, both as an
object of deference and as a resource for personal growth, Subsequently, shu
is then extended as a quality of responsiveness in relations outside of the
home. “Putting yourself in the other’s place” (shu) is thus an omnipresent
and indispensable disposition for living life thoughtfully that requires both a
memory that recalls analogous situations and an imagination that provides a
serial rehearsal of possible scenarios and an anticipation of their
consequences. Shu is prompted by uncertainty—a perplexity in how to
respond in a particular situation. It then requires a conjuring forth of how the
alternative possibilities one can imaginatively construct might play themselves
out, Finally it eventuates in crafting what one determines to be the
appropriate disposition for conduct. One shapes a response through a process
of analogical thinking, taking the present circumstances and associating them
with other remembered or imagined correlates, There is a role for
deliberation in shu certainly; but we do not want to overly rationalize this
process. There is also a central place for a cultivated disposition and feeling,
Just as a critical skepticism can become a matter of habit, so too can an
empathetic responsiveness to others can become a sedimented pattern of
conduct, In fact, the evolution of a shu disposition lies in its potential to
grow from a more deliberative exercise to become a kind of moral artistry.

Certainly one of the most revealing passages in the canonical literature
that stresses the central place of artistry and imagination in Confucian role

ethics is the Zhongyong elaboration on this notion of shu,

FEHCEFTA, AZFETEZAFTUNE, CFIECRAK
WL EMNFZ B URH . RARZ . U NE. BEFUABAKA
b, BRFEFE, BFEFLHAE . FTETA.

The Master said, “Thevision of the moral life (dao) is not at all
remote. If someone considers this moral life to be something that is
distant and inaccessible, they have taken a wrong turn. In the Book of
Songs it says:

In hewing an axe-handle, in hewing an axe-handle—

The model is not far away. ©

@ Bookof Songs 158; compare Karlgren (1950):103.



