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CHAPTER 12

Whither Confucius? Whither Philosophy?

Michael NYLAN

B er na r d  W i lli a ms ’  Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy registers two 
important observations: first, that philosophy had better not aim to give an 
account of moral knowledge like that expected in scientific fields, since that 
would be futile and inappropriate; and second, that ethical philosophy is at 
best a particularly imprecise form of philosophizing. Moreover, as Otto Neu
rath noted, “we repair the ship while we are on the sea.”1 If these observations 
are true, as I believe they are, discussions about the current and possible future 
growth of Confucian studies, here and abroad, had better focus on the specifics 
of present-day practices and beliefs, leaving behind the antiquated and highly 
contentious notions of the Daotong 道統 (“Genealogy of the Way”). With this 
in mind, my chapter is divided into three parts: (1) a brief summary of observa-
tions made by others about contemporary life, which tend to highlight stark 
contrasts between contemporary life and life in the pre-industrial societies that 
gave rise to the early Confucian masters; (2) a summary of the values that we 
can usefully import from early Confucian teachings for adaptation to today’s 
world, East or West, encapsulated in ten words; and (3) a brief consideration of 
motivation in light of a perceived need to make certain early Confucian teach-
ings more appealing to those not conversant with traditions in early China (a 
group that would include many Chinese today). After all, the Shiji 史記 tells us 
that it was Mencius and Xunzi who once made Confucian teachings “sexy and 
appealing” (runse 潤色)2 to the “talking heads” of the fourth and third centuries 
B.C.E., the implication being that it is hardly likely that Confucius would have 
become a household name or “icon” today had they not done so.

The present chapter, in short, attempts to consider this world, a world in 
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an admittedly perilous state, asking how we can move beyond the semi-fictive 
construct that we dub “Confucianism” and the scary calls for “harmony”3 to 
retain some of the best features of the Confucius that we find in the Analects 
and in the writings of his early followers.

Contemporary Life as Exceptional

A number of features sharply distinguish the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries (“contemporary life”) from earlier, pre-industrial eras. Readers 
should note that I will not address many larger aspects of contemporary geo-
political life (e.g., proliferating nuclear arms and the resurgence of backward-
looking binary models in politics) that philosophy can hardly hope to amelio-
rate.4 I confine my list below to the features of contemporary life that others 
have identified before me and that seem relevant to a discussion about ethics:

1.	 Contemporary life requires us, as a matter of course, to rely ever more 
substantially on relations and instruments of impersonal trust rather 
than those of personal trust (e.g., email, ATM machines, and Internet 
information).5

2.	 Contemporary life makes available to each educated person a radically 
expanded set of ethical beliefs, as compared with societies of even a 
century ago.6 Darwin may have sounded one of the first modernist voices 
when he wrote, “Let each man hope and believe what he can.” Certainly, 
I have read the complaints that students (especially those at elite universi-
ties) tend to be smart “sheep” lacking any moral compass,7 but I myself 
see more feasting at an ethical smorgasbord than “careerist zombies.” For 
example, I have Caucasian students who identify their “ultimate concern” 
as Israeli nationalism, Zen Buddhism, atheism, or Sufi-Catholicism.

3.	 Most of the technologies, slogans, and institutions of contemporary 
life promote isolation and competition between individual persons and 
groups. For instance, the destructive “clash of civilizations” rhetoric bat-
tens on ever-stronger ethnic and cultural identities, as well as deep divi-
sions among sectarian religions. Meanwhile, physical isolation is ensured 
by a host of new technologies such as Facebook and headphones, and is 
then reinforced by the corporate calls for a more “self-reliant” and “flex-
ible” globalized labor market—calls reiterated despite sharply decreasing 
socioeconomic mobility.8 In this our purportedly “ludic century,”9 in 
unwitting defiance of earlier sightings of Homo ludens, institutions of 
group solidarity seem to be fewer and weaker outside the far right, which 
likes megachurches and megastores. Union and professional memberships 
are sharply down, for instance. Up through the mid-twentieth century, 
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concern about neighbors’ opinions exerted a strong influence on personal 
behavior, but there are growing indications that the “international elites” 
(a.k.a. the 1 percent, buttressed by the 10 percent who serve them) iden-
tify far more with the members of their own class than with compatriots 
living in close proximity.10

4.	 Apparently contemporary life is so sex-drenched that it curiously retains 
many of the anti-carnal sentiments inherited from Platonic idealism, Neo-
platonism, and the Mediterranean monotheisms via Kantian and Marxist 
doctrines. What Roland Barthes, in reifying virtual life, called the new 
“civilization of the image”11 fosters two sorts of conflicting conditions. 
The first can be called “carnal alienation,” opposing the tactile experiences 
of love and friendship in-the-flesh, and the second an incapacity to enjoy 
being well and truly alone. For evidence of “being out of touch with the 
body,” we have only to think of phone sex, pornography-as-substitute sex, 
computerized diagnosis and treatment of illnesses, or remote-controlled 
drone killings. With people never truly in the moment in time and space, 
“the touch screen replaces touch itself. The cosmos shrinks to a private 
monitor, each viewer a disembodied self unto itself.”12 At the same time, 
some experts (e.g., Sherry Turkle at MIT) trace the popularity of these 
demanding “always on, always on you” technologies directly to people’s 
losing their capacity to be alone while increasing their desires for con-
trol.13 Certainly, I know people who cannot sit through a short meal 
without checking their iPhones repeatedly.

5.	 Ever faster computing is apparently changing the ways that people habitu-
ally interact with one another and analyze materials. As noted in Nico-
las Carr’s The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains, new 
scientific studies now suggest that heavy Internet usage actually reformats 
our neural pathways so as to decrease our attention spans. As of January 
1, 2014, the average American attention span was eight seconds, or one 
second less than that of a goldfish.14 As a result, heavy Internet usage is 
correlated with a stronger desire for speedy results and efficient sound 
bites, which then work harder against our impulses to take the time we 
need for deep reflection or for rewarding long-term commitments.15 
Authentic conversations and companionship (usually messy and invari-
ably time-consuming) are the real losers in this race, as my undergradu-
ates in a recent seminar on friendship remarked.16 One by-product of 
reduced social exchanges may be an increased risk of detaching ourselves 
from other people, and then regarding those outside our immediate circle 
“as less human.”17

6.	 One early ethical concern was to ascertain the common good, and urge 
people to seek it.18 Contemporary life’s turn to a relentless celebration of 
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“choice”—a concept mainly reduced to consumer choice—is misguided 
on at least two counts: it downplays the role of habit and unthinking 
responses in the construction of personal and social identities,19 and it also 
tends to reduce the exercise of personal freedom to consumer choice.20 
In addition, the well-known phenomenon called “hedonic adaptation” 
usually prevents consumer purchases from leading to feelings of long-term 
well-being.21 Therefore, the freedom to consume is not just partly to blame 
for the environmental degradation we see all around us; it may account as 
well for the growing dissatisfaction with the state of the world, a dissatis-
faction steadily expressed via countless polls since the 1980s.22

7.	 Nearly all philosophical thinking, in Euro-America and East Asia alike, is 
predicated on the pernicious fiction that people (i.e., people of privilege, 
those thought to truly “count”) are autonomous, rational individuals 
capable of identifying and reforming their own conditions by sheer acts 
of will (—the old Unmoved Mover resurfaces). The language of “human 
rights” consistently argues that all people and nations should aspire to 
realize this condition of legal autonomy,23 despite the obvious fact that 
this construction ignores many, if not most, present-day realities. Neu-
roscientific findings on “free will”24 problematize the very notion of 
“agency,”25 for example. In addition, as Joseph E. Stiglitz has pointed out, 
“[Legal] justice has become a commodity, affordable only to the very 
few.”26 For these and other reasons, more ethicists are turning to consider 
the roles played by the emotions, including self-regard, in shaping percep-
tions and modes of existence,27 while querying the hard-and-fast dichoto-
mies dividing the cognitive and evaluative impulses,28 though their work 
seldom has an impact on the public discourse.

Taken together, such “acids of modernity” are having a predictably corro-
sive effect on human relations.29 Amelioration may be possible, but what forms 
should it take? Many used to the daily specters, if not the actual experience of 
violence,30 suspect that the highest present good may simply be to be left alone, 
in the company of family and friends, to live at peace.31 But the documentary 
film Citizen Four should remind us that we are not left alone; privacy is dead. 
And what is it about contemporary life that has left us begging for a mere non-
aggression pact when humanity as Homo faber is capable of so much more?32

These are ethical questions not amenable to quick or certain solutions. 
There are precedents, however, as Bernard Williams remarked, for treating a 
philosophical account “as a destination not a route.”33 We might benefit from a 
few signposts rather than the imposition of extra rules, since all of us are finite, 
embodied, and historically situated agents, whose rational faculties employed 
in cost-benefit analyses seldom offer much guidance, given how frequently we 
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act on auto-pilot, operate purely by habit, and try to maneuver through a web 
of obligations ringed round with emotions. I will argue below that the Ancients 
have provided us with a series of signposts in the form of “practical wisdom.”

The Utility of the Ancients

For some time now, I have been thoroughly convinced that the Ancients have 
things to teach about what it means to be human, in large part because they 
inhabited a world that was less ruled by arid abstractions and also more cogni-
zant of the need to depend upon long-term personal exchanges and commit-
ments. They “saw things differently than we do—or rather, they saw different 
things,” as one historian of early Rome put it.34 I like to cite Bernard Williams’ 
Shame and Necessity in this connection, where Williams is talking of the Ancient 
Greeks instead of the early Chinese thinkers:

The ethical thought . . . [of these early thinkers discussed here] was not 
only different from most modern thought, particularly modern thought 
influenced by Christianity; it was also in much better shape . . . since this 
system of ideas basically lacks the concept of morality altogether, in the 
sense of a class of reasons or demands which are vitally different from other 
kinds of reason or demand. . . . Relatedly, . . . the questions of how one’s 
relations to others are to be regulated, both in the context of society and 
more privately, are not detached from questions about the kind of life it 
is worth living. . . .35

Needless to say, the erection of strict barriers between moral and practical rea-
sons in contemporary discourse, far from elevating the work of universities 
and ethicists, has made it that much easier to dismiss careful investigation into 
the human condition as either hopelessly “reality-based” (and hence lacking in 
moral fire or political swagger)36 or the sorry product of “ivory tower” idealists 
who couldn’t think their way out of a paper bag in real life. When citing Wil-
liams, I often recall Herbert Fingarette’s first paragraph in his classic Confucius: 
The Secular as Sacred:

Increasingly, I have become convinced that Confucius can be a teacher to 
us today—a major teacher, not one who merely gives us a slightly exotic 
perspective on the ideas already current. He tells us things not being said 
elsewhere; things needing to be said. He has a new lesson to teach.37

History and philosophy should let the dead live again on their own terms, 
as much as possible, so that we moderns may benefit from better acquaintance 
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with unfamiliar thoughts.38 But there are major flaws with Greek thought and 
its Western successors, especially those of the Kantian and neo-Kantian sort. 
Doubtless we can all name features of earlier societies that we would prefer not 
to emulate: the enslavement of human beings, the casual oppression of women 
and homosexuals, the resort to superstition, and so on.39 More subtle is the 
propensity of Greek and later Western thought to be “incurably egoistic” (i.e., 
narrowly preoccupied with the inner life of the presumed self ).40 Furthermore, 
most Western philosophy identifies two main motivations for action (the pur-
suit of pleasure and the grim acceptance of duty), in the rather naive belief that 
moving beyond perceived self-interest will make it much easier to reconcile self 
and society.41 A close comparison of early Greek with early Chinese thought 
illustrates the virtues of the Chinese thinkers: they are not “incurably egois-
tic”; they stipulate far less about the world and its inhabitants, they are inclined 
to distrust arid abstractions claiming universal applicability,42 and ultimately, 
in elevating the Middle Way, they require less of the person while nonetheless 
upholding strict standards for “civilized” conduct. If philosophy is the thera-
peutic examination of belief and action (in the old sense),43 then greater resort 
to early Chinese modes of thinking may well be a salutary exercise for all of us.

Please understand: I am no wild-eyed romantic railing against a loss of 
community or tradition, content to shill for Confucian learning in the hopes 
that blind adherence to older forms will miraculously usher in a “return” to an 
idealized past that never existed.44 Rather I am a hardheaded historian who 
is acutely aware of the dangerous propensity to retroject anachronisms into 
presentist readings of history.45 But I confess that cataloging a huge range of 
invented traditions has led me to wonder whether contemporary life might not 
profit from the selective reinvention of a few traditions designed to counter the 
motley (when not positively murderous) traditions we have inherited. Are we 
not enjoined, as ethical people of some imagination, to “warm up the old” (wen 
gu 溫故)? Our job is to ask not only “How are we to live?” (that being, of course, 
the question posed by Socrates and Confucius), but also “How are we to live 
so as to be more alive?”46 Like the Ancients whom I study, I seek a design of 
life (not wholly “rational”) that would reduce the power of fortune and fate 
through maximal appreciation for hard work in service of communal goods, the 
sort of life that would help myself and others from being “enslaved by things.”47

Older wisdom texts are in general agreement that an ethical life begins 
with moving beyond narrow self-interest. As one contemporary thinker sum-
marizes it:

Imagine that each of us lives at the center of a set of concentric circles, the 
nearest being our own self, the furthest being the entire universe of living 
creatures. The task of our moral development is to move the circles pro-
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gressively closer to the center, so that we regard our parents and children 
like ourselves, our other relatives like our parents, and strangers like our 
relatives.48

Noting that “we are least like anything else in the world when we do not treat 
each other like physical objects, as animals, or even as sub-human creatures to 
be driven, threatened, forced, maneuvered,” Fingarette skillfully argues that we 
are conversely most sublimely and supremely human whenever we fuse personal 
presence to “(learned) ceremonial skill,” making ceremonial acts “the primary, 
irreducible events” constituting our memorable experiences.

In that spirit, I volunteer two early slogans as signposts for contempo-
rary life, slogans associated with the early Confucian teachings and with the 
Zhuangzi, a work in critical engagement with those same teachings. The two 
signposts are “Know what is enough” (zhi zu 知足) and “Treat [others] as hon-
ored guests” (ru jian da bin 如見大賓). The first slogan is typically (mis)labeled 
as Daoist, since it occurs in both the Laozi and the Zhuangzi; however, the 
Xunzi, the Zhouli, and the Kongcongzi use the exact same phrase in the same 
way, so this two-character phrase in classical Chinese is better characterized as 
prevailing “wisdom talk.”49 Likewise, the second slogan, best known from Ana-
lects 12.2, does not belong solely to any particular group. In several pre-Han and 
Han texts, including the Lunheng 論衡, exemplary figures are said to epitomize 
this or closely allied notions, this being the best possible way to “pay due heed 
to and communicate with others” ( jing tong ren 敬通人), based on their knowl-
edge of past and present social practices.50 Helpfully, the second slogan is paired 
with a parallel injunction in the same Analects passage; the injunction equally 
enjoins members of the governing elite to demonstrate their care for “those 
below”: “Employ the people [as carefully] as if officiating at a solemn sacrifice” 
(shi min ru cheng da ji 使民如承大祭).51 Rough equivalents for these slogans 
could be found, no doubt, in many different parts of the world in their distinc-
tive “wisdom books,” suggesting that they can shed a kind of “global radiance,” 
provoking deeper reflection,52 without getting hopelessly mired in arguments 
over the so-called “universal principles” masking neoliberal and statist agendas.

“Learning by subtraction” (as in “Know what is enough”) can serve citizens 
of postmodern societies touting “choice” as the highest freedom.53 For if “it is 
the vice of the vulgar mind to be thrilled by bigness,” contemporary society is 
stupendously vulgar. Whether we would address environmental degradation 
and global warming or protest the serene self-righteousness displayed by our 
most flagrantly corrupt organizations and leaders,54 the mere repetition of this 
mantra may create a distaste for “more is better” and “shop ’til you drop.” The 
same phrase, meanwhile, undercuts the emerging world of virtual reality “rife 
with delusions of omniscience, omnipresence, and omnipotence,”55 insofar as it 
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reminds us to identify our real needs as human beings, among them the need to 
be loved and physically touched and to maintain a measure of dignity.

As the advantages of “Know what is enough” seem unmistakable, let me 
tarry a bit longer on the second slogan, which urges us to treat others as hon-
ored guests, a slogan redolent with antique notions of hospitality and sanctu-
ary. One line after another of the Analects reiterates some variation on this set 
of injunctions, which leads me to see this extension of exquisite courtesies to 
the lowly among us as the central task for any would-be Confucian,56 then or 
now. We have all heard of the Golden Rule, but Confucius asks both less and 
more of us here.57 On the one hand, we are not expected to love others as our-
selves (something that may be quite impossible for those not graced with special 
gifts). On the other, we are enjoined to consider what words and gestures we 
find humiliating, demeaning, and condescending, and then avoid using those 
words and gestures with others. More pro-actively, we are instructed to treat 
others with the same exquisite courtesy we would render recognized dignitar-
ies. This standard asks us not only to meet, but also to anticipate the needs of 
others, as we would happily do for important guests due to visit. It requires 
recurrently asking others what they would prefer, rather than presuming what 
they deserve and merit. When successful, this highly ritualized performance 
conveys via complex gestures a temporary self-effacement meant to honor the 
engrossing importance of another; thus it balances an acute awareness of one’s 
own person in relation to the visitor(s) with a willing displacement of conscious 
focus on oneself.58 It moreover asks us to regard those who are in our power as 
if they were a higher power, without conceding to worldly powers any power to 
harm ourselves or others.

But let us not ignore the flipside: to receive a dignitary well places the host 
in the gratifying role of the person conferring hospitality. The miracle is that 
somehow the great dignity residing in the one can be shared with another, with 
no diminution to either party. For hospitality given and acknowledged valorizes 
both sides’ implicit claims to worth.59

Unless the host is blessed with stupendous luck, however, easy and affable 
treatment of the guest presupposes the host’s prior acculturation to a range of 
enlivening sociable exchanges. Long before the guest arrives, she must, as if by 
instinct, have learned the art of “reading” people, even strangers. And there is 
more: she must evince a readiness to change course when advisable, in a kind of 
free-form, improvisational fugue or dance.60 As with any art form, the course of 
training for a virtuoso performance is long and arduous; after all, by the moral 
mandate, the host does nothing less than open herself to fully experiencing the 
presence of another person (followed by another and another), equipped with 
the social insights and practices culled over time.61 The ultimate goal: a kind 
of fluency that lends the mundane a sort of magic, thereby reacquainting us 
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with the ordinary mysteries of life. Yet no part of this set of injunctions dic-
tates a particular religious, philosophical, or patriotic creed about this life or 
the next; every part of it hearkens to local practices and individual idiosyncra-
sies.62 Even to pose the question “what is enough?” is, like acting hospitably, to 
firmly refuse to subscribe to one or more universal rules, in that suitable adjust-
ments will continually have to be made to assess “what is enough” and “goodly” 
under changing circumstances. Most importantly, perhaps, learning to aim for 
this set of injunctions moves us firmly away from the “main aspects of modern 
identity—that is, liberty, autonomy, . . . and . . . the subject’s self-positioning or 
rational self-determination.”63

There is no reliable way to calculate the long-term consequences of our 
actions, however well intended, nor can reason, custom, or experience resolve 
many puzzles of human existence.64 I am willing to live with the Mystery.65 Yet 
it is best to be as precise as possible when we talk, and speaking of “dignity” 
rather than “justice” seems a vast improvement, since no two figures in my read-
ings in philosophy and history have ever arrived at a shared notion of justice. 
Some equate “justice” with utilitarianism and others with communitarianism, 
libertarianism, or God’s will.66 As one smart philosopher put it: “Justice is ines-
capably judgmental . . . an open invitation to narrow, intolerant moralisms.”67 By 
contrast, we all have a fairly good sense of what constitutes the sort of treatment 
we would accord dignitaries, those deemed to have dignity. Dignity is hard to 
make into an abstract quality, and therein lies its attraction for me as a ground-
ing for life. I note in this connection that Wittgenstein’s description of the ethi-
cal/religious is “a sense that we are absolutely safe.”68 Having members of a com-
munity preserve our human dignity—that’s as close to paradise on earth as we 
are likely to get.

The legends about Confucius would have us understand that Confucius 
goes to his death believing himself a miserable failure, but ultimately he is hailed 
as an uncrowned king (and in some texts a virtual god), for his remarkable ability 
to turn personal misfortunes into blessings for others. If the main thrust of the 
Confucian Analects throughout remains the human imperative to accord others 
the same dose of dignity that we would gladly impart to an honored guest, the 
life of Confucius suggests that we may sometimes have to set aside our physical 
comforts and our most cherished mental constructs in order to clear a space 
wherein we may better observe the needs of others. As the Analects makes plain, 
we must not only adopt this way of operating in the world but make it a habit 
before we can possibly see any benefits accruing from this ritualized mode of 
operation. We must try it as an act of faith, in other words. The promise is that 
we are then likely to learn to feel at home in our own skins in our daily rounds. 
We may then derive pleasure (le 樂) from living in the simplest circumstances 
(Analects 6.11, 7.16), from seeking wisdom and acting compassionately (6.23), 
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and from visits paid by friends and peers (1.1), all in the serene confidence that 
“to find it [this way] a pleasure is better than to know it or prefer it” (6.20), 
since secure “pleasure need not be licentious or [to] go to excess” (3.20). The 
early Confucian masters assure us that greater human happiness is to be found 
in connecting, communicating, and sharing than in gaining or asserting power 
over others. In doing so, they supply models for continual engagement with the 
world, rather than urging a hasty retreat from it.

I was deeply moved when reading one op-ed writer’s recent summation of 
her “thought processes” in her younger days:

You do things you regret or don’t understand and then you make other 
choices because life keeps going forward. Or you do something out of 
love and then, through biology or accident, it goes inexplicably wrong, 
and you do what you can to cope. Or you do whatever you do, however 
you do it, for whatever reasons, because that’s your experience.69

Doubtless, some people will deplore the lack of self-knowledge expressed here, 
but to me, at any rate, this looks a lot like life, and not even a particularly bad or 
unreflective sort of life. In A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf commented: 
“Life for both sexes . . . is arduous, difficult, a perpetual struggle”; “it calls for 
gigantic courage and strength,” yet we usually go around “snubbed, slapped, lec-
tured, and exhorted.” To maintain courage in the face of this muddle, the key 
thing may be just to keep the image of our common (if failed) humanity front 
and center before us, refusing to go to a place where we grow numb.70 To that 
end, I read and reread this set of questions posed in early China:

In our world, is there such a thing as supreme pleasure or is there not? 
Is there something that may be used to make ourselves more alive or 
not?71 In the present times, how are we to act? How are we to make a 
basis? . . . What are we to take pleasure in and what are we to deplore?72

This set of questions reminds us that a good life must bespeak plenitude (a 
“richness”), that boils down less to material resources and more to a life open to 
encounter new experiences every single day, thanks to a more capacious regard 
for the world.

Moral philosophy invites a second look at the early Chinese thinkers, who 
go beyond a few guideposts to speak of the sorts of human institutions that 
promote the “most alive” forms of being and acting, producing pleasures great 
and small. If we are looking for something that may help us find our way around, 
everyday experience usually suffices to reveal a startling amount of information 
that we need to know about ourselves and the world we inhabit, if we are to 
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act wisely and well, even if that information is not liable to objective proof.73 
And, as a recent psychology experiment has shown, the only sure indicator of 
what we ourselves will end up doing in a particular moral dilemma is what we 
presume others in our community would do in precisely the same situation.74 
In short, if I wish to act well, I must conceive of the possibility that others will 
act well and then act upon that conception. (This is precisely what one Chi-
nese Classic, the Shujing 書經 or Documents, advises.) But that is not all: I must 
know the members of my community well enough to be able to visualize what 
actions others might take in similar situations. Should I manage that, it should 
be less difficult to conceive of the potential benefits—intangible and unseen, as 
well as tangible—of cooperating with others, while conceding, too, that occa-
sional feeling of being deceived or disappointed in others. That concession may 
be reckoned a small price to pay for the possibility of transfiguration, a sort 
of “rent” for living fully,75 so that one is primed (“heartened” if you will) to 
embrace the rigors of contemporary life.

Confucian Teachings and Their Appeal

Confidence in our ability to improve contemporary conditions is half the bat-
tle. But, as Bernard Williams notes, “Confidence [in an ethical decision] . . . is 
basically a social phenomenon.” He means, in general, that confidence relies 
on social confirmation; a society’s support for a person’s attitude tends to make 
him or her more conscious of holding certain convictions. Williams continues:

Philosophy cannot tell us how to bring it [confidence in an ethical con-
viction] about. It is a social and psychological question what kinds of 
institutions, upbringing, and public discourse help to foster it.76

Williams may be right, but he then concludes—quite wrongly, I feel—that the 
business of philosophy is not to consider social and psychological questions, 
and hence not to think further about institutions. Apparently, he wishes for 
philosophy today to preserve or even harden its current conventional academic 
boundaries. I dearly wish, in return, to ask him why, for it seems to me that 
philosophy has been proposing social and psychological institutions for millen-
nia now, at least since Plato and Confucius. How could an abnegation of our 
responsibility to plan for our own and future generations possibly lead to better 
philosophy? Surely the job of philosophy is to map, then ruminate upon, the 
many ways that human beings have sought to be human.

So, pace Williams, I feel we should be asking, “What mix of motives, 
instrumental and non-instrumental, is most likely to propel people to perform 
their tasks constructively and well, without summoning inadvertent disasters?” 
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A recent set of studies suggests that efforts to promote constructive activities 
should focus on the meaning and potential impact of these initiatives, rather 
than on their connection with conventional markers of “success,” if we are to 
ensure good and lasting outcomes.77 Xunzi made the same point centuries ago, 
in the essay “On Ritual,”78 where he insisted that ritual shapes and channels 
people’s disparate longings within a larger symbolic system that creates mean-
ing. Yet too many self-styled Confucians today have forgotten what both Men-
cius and Xunzi knew: that people living on the margin of subsistence cannot be 
expected to be good candidates for moral development, and people rightly seek 
satisfaction in their social relations and in their work.

Were I in a position of power, such attention to economic and environ-
mental conditions would require me to consider giving out cash grants to the 
poor, so as to ensure their minimum standard of living. Certainly this would be 
cheaper than our current patchwork of “social safety nets”—and nineteen major 
studies agree: only a very small proportion of the poor will waste the money 
(especially if women are the targeted recipients). If we let the poor “eat cash,” 
then alcohol and tobacco consumption falls or stays the same, while drug coun-
seling and anger management programs fare better. Why? People need food 
security if they are to feel that they merit other people’s warm regard.79 And, as 
Mencius bluntly puts it, “It is not worth the trouble talking to a man who has no 
respect for himself . . . or confidence in himself ” (4A1).80

Mencius and Xunzi made Confucian teachings more glossy and appeal-
ing to a wide range of thinkers in a second way: both of these thinkers went 
far beyond the earlier teachings ascribed to Confucius to elaborate the plea-
sures that rest upon establishing a secure place in close communities. Book 1 of 
the Mencius details the conversation between Mencius and King Hui of Liang, 
where the King is asked to conceive of the pleasures that will accrue once he 
rests secure in the allegiance of his own subjects. A lesser moralist might have 
been inclined to score points by labeling the desires of this powerful man as 
flaws, faults, weaknesses, and shortcomings ( ji 疾). Mencius tries quite another 
tactic: he focuses upon the common human desire to be held in high esteem, 
insisting that “all people share the same desire to be exalted,” to be held in high 
regard in one’s own estimation and in that of others. Nonetheless people often 
fail to appreciate the fact that every person has the wherewithal within the self 
to be exalted (6A17).81 But so long as the person believes himself to be capa-
ble of acting morally, Mencius says, this basic compulsion to be admired can 
motivate constructive social action. So whenever power-holders seem unaware 
of their potential to become authoritative figures, they are to be given better 
teachers (6A9).82 Reasoning in much the same way, Xunzi famously articulates 
the view that the fundamental human desires are not obstructions to morality, 
but rather the bedrock of morality.83 Far from endorsing the popular slogans 
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“reduce desires” (shao yu 少欲) or “eliminate desires” (wu yu 無欲), Xunzi argues 
that (a) desires are what people have, (b) desires make the world go around, and 
(c) wise policy-makers use these two facts to devise better institutions of gov-
ernance and compelling models of cultivation (i.e., self-governance). These, in 
turn, ultimately promote the satisfaction of all bodies (and so the body politic 
itself ), with the result that the imperial subjects eagerly learn to “manage their 
lives and their means of living” (zhi sheng chan 治生產).84

In the expansive view informed by Mencius and Xunzi, good governments 
utilize any and all methods that make it markedly easier to rule well—wanting 
good governance to be as easy as the proverbial “reeling in like skeins of silk,” 
as natural as “the spokes of a wheel hub converging on the hub.” The writings 
ascribed to Mencius and Xunzi, not coincidentally, share an unremitting focus 
on institutional matters, with both thinkers assuming that personal morality, 
with rare exceptions, can never be sustained for long in the absence of institu-
tional props. Sumptuary regulations and regular community rituals (e.g., com-
munity banquets and well-defined marriage and mourning practices) are but 
two of the institutions they pushed to encourage the development of the basic 
sociable habits upon which super-civilization is to be built. I doubt that the 
United States will ever establish anything like sumptuary regulations, but that 
kind of willingness to countenance powerful destructive behavior may feed the 
Gordon Gekkos of this world.85 So it is well worth asking, “What features of 
our current tax code truly benefit society by inducing real contributions to it?”86 
Put another way, what message does it send to society-at-large when Scientol-
ogy, Princeton University, and charities set up for cats all get equal tax deduc-
tions under our code?

The early classicists and Confucians in China showed exceptional clarity in 
three areas: they insisted that economic security is a necessary, if not sufficient, 
condition for building good character,87 they carefully delineated the pleasures 
to be had from living in more secure communities, and they urged reward struc-
tures to be put in place so as to encourage people to make more constructive 
contributions to their neighbors and peers, not to mention future generations. 
If the early Chinese thinkers exhibited such practical wisdom millennia ago, 
then one may well ask, “Why is it that Chinese thought and Chinese institu-
tions have received such unrelentingly bad press in modern times?” Anthropol-
ogist Jack Goody offers a forceful analysis in his recent book The Theft of His-
tory.88 According to Goody, long ago, in colonial days, Northern Europe and the 
United States gained the upper hand in discussions about human development, 
thanks to the master narrative of “Western civilization” (a shape-shifting siren, 
if ever there was one), so much so that, regardless of whether the discourse is 
Orientalizing or self-Orientalizing,89 Euro-America is now credited with play-
ing the central role in the evolution of all manner of desirable goods, ranging 
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from “democracy” and “humanism” to, most astonishingly, “antiquity” itself. 
Consequently there is little left for China to claim but perceived “lacks” or “fail-
ures.” Then, too, the spectacularly bad behavior of certain Chinese elites may 
have deterred those unfamiliar with Confucian ideas from undertaking quiet 
study of the good advice proffered by wise men long ago in China. That said, no 
time or place is ever free of cheats and sycophants and connivers.

In any case, that would be a discussion for another day. I cannot do better 
than end on a poem by a Han dynasty poet, Cui Yuan 崔瑗 (77–142 C.E.), that 
encapsulates some of the foregoing themes in a supremely artful way:

One must not speak of others’ faults,
	 Nor of one’s own strengths.
If you offer someone something, forget it later on.
	 If someone offers you something, never forget it!
A reputation is not worth envying in another.
	 Only ren (humankindness) should become your rule and frame,
Keep your person in the shadows, and then act.
	 Then how can slander and talk ever really harm you? . . .
So long as all your actions be as constant as the day is long,
	 You will find yourself forever sweetly perfumed.

無道人之短。 無說己之長

施人慎勿念。 受施慎勿忘

世譽不足慕。唯仁為紀綱。

隱身而後動。謗議庸何傷？ . . .
行之苟有恆。久久自芬芳。
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relations in the Roman empire were perhaps more positive than her relation with her iPhone 
(she was interviewed by Frankfurter Allegemeine and four other newspapers).

14.  See the National Center for Biotechnology Information, U.S. National Library of 
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while the digitization of journals made it far easier to find this information, it produced a 
narrowing of citations, with scholars relying much more heavily on recent publications.
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50.  See Lunheng, pian 38, “Bie Tong” 別通; please note that I translate jing as “pay 
due heed to,” following the Han dynasty Shangshu commentaries. Cf. Hanshu 47, where a 
successful Overseer of the Han Capital invites potential candidates to office, treating them 
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ple as if they were sons and disciples” (much the same idea); Fengsu tongyi 風俗通義 8.1 has 
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63.  Monique Canto-Sperber, Moral Disquiet and Human Life, trans. Sylvia Pavel 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2008), p. 45.
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