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Rorty and Confucianism
An Introduction

Y O N G  H U A N G

Rorty begins his “Preface” to one Chinese volume of his collected essays, 
Post-Metaphysical Hope (后形而上學希望), with this sentence: “The essays in 
this volume are attempts to follow in the footsteps of John Dewey, a philoso-
pher whose ideas had considerable resonance in China during the first half of 
the twentieth century” (Rorty 2003, 1). He ends it with this short paragraph:

I am very pleased to learn that Dewey’s works are now being rapidly trans-
lated into Chinese, and that his ideas will once more be widely discussed 
in Chinese intellectual circles. I hope that my own writings will be read in 
tandem with his, and that they may serve as useful footnotes to his work. 
(Rorty 2003, 6)1

As is well known, John Dewey and his pragmatism, with his lectures during 
his extended visit to China and many of his books translated and published in 
Chinese, have exerted a significant inf luence in China, particularly among its 
intellectuals. Today, many Chinese intellectuals have also become interested 
in Rorty and his neo-pragmatism, which can be clearly seen from the fact that 
Rorty’s own books are being rapidly translated and published in Chinese, and 
from the great enthusiasm shown during Rorty’s month-long lecture tour in 
China in June 2004. It is thus interesting to see that Rorty asks that his own 
writings be read as footnotes of John Dewey, one of his lasting heroes.

It is true that hardly any contributors to this volume are in Chinese intel-
lectual circles, and not all of them read Rorty’s writings in tandem with Dew-
ey’s or as useful footnotes to the latter. Nevertheless, all contributors to this 
volume engage Rorty in conversations with Confucianism, which has been 
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the most inf luential tradition in Chinese history and is experiencing a visible 
resurgence today after its decline since the May Fourth Movement. Some have 
found surprising similarities, while others notice unignorable differences; 
some try to use Confucianism to modify Rorty’s ideas, while others try to 
appropriate Rorty’s philosophy to update Confucianism. In this introduction, 
instead of providing a summary of each of these contributions, I shall iden-
tify a few overlapping themes among them, from which, I believe, dialogue 
between Rorty and Confucianism can bear most fruitful results.

M O R A L I T Y

Despite Rorty’s repeated disclaimers regarding his ignorance of Confucian-
ism (especially when he finds different people, including contributors to 
this volume, presenting different pictures of Confucianism, see 297)2 and 
his perceived dissimilarities between his philosophy and Confucianism (see 
298),many contributors have found some surprising similarities between his 
philosophy and Confucianism, particularly in their conceptions of morality.

One important aspect is the nature of morality. Rorty argues against the 
philosophical tradition from Plato to Kant that creates a dichotomy between 
reason (universal, unselfish, and representing one’s true self) and sentiment 
(particular, selfish, and representing one’s false self). According to this tradi-
tion, morality should be based on universal reason rather than sentimental 
feeling, and philosophy can provide “an argument that will convince even 
Nazis and Mafiosi if they just think hard and long enough” (Rorty 2004, 205). 
In contrast, Rorty appeals to the moral tradition of David Hume, which takes 
“sentiment, and indeed sentimentality, as central to the moral consciousness” 
(Rorty 1999, 76). Thus, instead of distinguishing between humans and ani-
mals by saying that the former know while the latter can only feel, Rorty says 
that the difference is only that “we can feel for each other to a much greater 
extent than they can” (Rorty 1998a, 176).3

The similarity between Rorty and Confucianism in this respect is obvi-
ous. For Confucianism, ren (humanity) is the most important value, and yet, 
“[F]ilial piety and brotherly love are the root of ren” (Analects 1.2); “[T]he 
most important aspect of ren is to love your family members” (Zhongyong 20); 
and, “[L]oving one’s parents is ren” (Mencius 7a15). The reason, as perfectly 
explained by Rorty, is that when such family love (parental love and the trust 
such love creates in the child) is absent, we get sociopaths (Rorty 1999, 78). It 
is in this sense that, in his contribution, Allinson claims that

Rorty is already a Confucian, for this is exactly the position of Mencius. 
Mencius provides just the story that Rorty calls for as a “good basis for 
ethical attitudes.” Mencius’s story is one in which the reader is asked to 
imaginatively identify with someone who is observing a child about to fall 
into a well. (129)
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James Behuniak interprets the Mozi-Mencius debate also in this context: 
Mozi is a quasi-Kantian as he “introduces something like a reason-sentiment 
distinction when he maligns the ‘partiality’ (bie 別) of Confucian family senti-
ment and makes a more rational appeal for adopting his doctrine of ‘universal 
concern’ (jianai 兼愛)”; in contrast, Behuniak points out, “Mencius rejects this 
move, insisting that moral feeling always remain rooted (ben 本) in family loy-
alties” (118).4

This relates to another similarity between Rorty and Confucianism. Since 
morality is inseparable from sentimental feeling, moral progress for Rorty is 
not achieved through the replacement of sentimental feeling by universal rea-
son. In contrast, it is done by gradually extending our sentimental feeling to 
those whom we originally do not regard as part of us, and toward whom we do 
not have such sentimental feeling. It is in this sense that Rorty emphasizes that 
moral progress is an expansion of the circle of “us”:

in the direction set by certain events in the past—the inclusion among “us” 
of the family in the next cave, then of the tribe across the river, then of the 
tribal confederation beyond the mountains, then of the unbelievers beyond 
the seas (and perhaps, last of all, of the menials who, all this time, have been 
doing our dirty work). (Rorty 1989, 196)

As we have seen, in Confucianism, filial piety is the root of humanity. How-
ever, as Peimin Ni points out, Rorty’s passage above reminds us of such Con-
fucian statements as, “[A] youth, when at home, should be filial, and abroad, 
respectful to his elders. He should be earnest and truthful. He should overf low 
in love to all” (Analects 1.6); “[T]reat the aged of our own family in a man-
ner befitting their venerable age and extend this treatment to the aged of other 
families; treat our own young in a manner befitting their tender age and extend 
this to the young of other families” (Mencius 1a7) (108). In addition, the Great 
Learning description of moral progress from cultivation of personal life, to reg-
ulation of the family, to the ordering of the state, and finally to the peace of the 
world is also presented in such a form expansion of “us.” This is because, as I 
point out in my own contribution, the Confucian idea of filial piety as the root 
of humanity means that

[f]irst, the natural affection within a family is the starting point of moral 
life and therefore is something to be cherished rather than abandoned; sec-
ond, it is only the beginning and not the end of moral life. Therefore, to be 
a moral person, one cannot be satisfied with such a natural affection within 
family. Instead, one needs to extend such affection beyond the family to 
other human beings and even other living beings. (76)

Closely related to such an understanding, there is a third similarity 
between Rorty and Confucianism, as identified by Ni: both “pay special atten-
tion to the function of stories and poems in awakening people’s sensitivity 
to others’ pains and humiliation. . . . [S]tories and poems work directly with 
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emotions and sympathy” (107).5 In Rorty’s view, to make moral progress, to 
expand the scope of “us,” and to extend our moral feeling to strangers, it is 
best to tell “the sort of long, sad, sentimental story that begins, ‘Because this 
is what it is like to be in her situation—to be far from home, among strangers,’ 
or ‘Because she might become your daughter-in-law,’ or ‘Because her mother 
would grieve for her’” (Rorty 1998a, 185). For Rorty, his emphasis on storytell-
ing is “about causal efficacy, not about epistemic status” (Rorty 1998a, 172). 
In other words, the reason we need storytelling rather than logical reasoning 
in making moral progress has nothing to do with any meta-ethical issues. It 
is simply because the moral progresses human beings have made so far “owe 
nothing to increased moral knowledge, and everything to hearing sad and sen-
timental stories” (Rorty 1998a, 172).

To show the similarity between Rorty and Confucianism, in his contri-
bution, Wu points out that the storytelling that Rorty emphasizes so much is 
central to Confucianism. In his view,

thinking in Confucius is story-thinking, thinking by telling one mini-story 
after another, as stories link/relate matters of life, to relate life-thinking to 
them. Confucius “story-argues” to refute antilife approaches and to rally to 
the pro-life posture, thereby composing an enormous history that tells the 
triumphs of pro-life story-ideas (Confucianism) as it confesses to the tragic 
antilife practices in time. (29)

In Wu’s view, such story-thinking has three features: It is coherent; it opens 
sinuously to whatever is in actuality; and it relates things that happen to situa-
tions to make history (27).

Making a similar point, Moeller points out the fact that, in Chinese clas-
sics, there is no explicit distinction between philosophical writing and litera-
ture. For example,

[A]mong the Confucian texts, the Xunzi 荀子 is a collection of outstanding 
essays while the Analects of Confucius and the Mencius (Mengzi 孟子) are in 
large part collections of dialogues or miniature dramas. . . . Literature and 
philosophy were not seen as distinct genres but were implicitly understood 
as mutually dependent. Being introduced into the canon of scriptures usu-
ally meant an ennobling of a work’s content as well as of its literary perfec-
tion. (185)

We have seen that, for Rorty, storytelling is important not because of its meta-
physical or epistemological quality but because of its practical efficaciousness. 
Similarly, as Moeller points out, when Confucian philosophy is thus literal-
ized, on the one hand, “the Confucians equated the refinement in literature 
with the personal refinement of the ‘philosopher’ and his or her adaptation to 
the natural harmony” (187). This is related to the creators of Confucian lit-
erature. On the other hand, Confucians also see literature as a tool to carry 
out the Confucian project of moral cultivation for the readers of Confucian 
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literature. In this aspect, Moeller cites the following important passage from 
the Analects:

Reciting the Songs can arouse your sensibilities, strengthen your powers of 
observation, enhance your ability to get on with others, and sharpen your 
critical skills. Close at hand it enables you to serve your father, and away at 
court it enables you to serve your lord. It instills in you a broad vocabulary 
for making distinctions in the world around you. (Analects 17.9)

H U M A N  N A T U R E

Behind the surprising similarities between Rorty and Confucianism in their 
respective conceptions of morality, there also lurks a striking difference. It is 
true that, in order to expand the scope of “us” in our efforts to make moral 
progress, Rorty has repeatedly told us that we should regard the differences 
separating human beings from each other in terms of gender, race, sexual ori-
entation, religious affiliation, etc., as morally irrelevant. Instead, we should 
“see the similarities between ourselves and people very unlike us as outweigh-
ing the differences” (Rorty 1998a, 181). However, he immediately adds: “The 
relevant similarities are not a matter of sharing a deep true self that instanti-
ates true humanity, but are such little, superficial similarities as cherishing our 
parents and children—similarities that do not distinguish us in any interest-
ing way from many nonhuman animals” (Rorty 1998a, 181). In other words, 
he denies that there is a universal human nature or, rather, that such a con-
ception of human nature is of any use for moral progress. However, as is well 
known, human nature (xing) is a central Confucian idea closely related to the 
Confucian conception of morality. Of course, as this Confucian idea is subject 
to different interpretations, there can also be different views of the relation-
ship between Rorty and Confucianism in this respect.

Allinson, for example, agrees that, for both Rorty and Confucius, stories, 
poetry, and other forms of literature are important means for moral education. 
However, in his view, they can perform this function only because they all 
have a hidden metaphysics:

To say that one learns moral lessons from literature is not adequate, for some 
literature (for example Mein Kampf) may teach immoral lessons. The notion 
of finding ethical lessons in literature already presupposes a philosophical 
criterion of which literature counts as possessing moral teaching. (157n5)

By the hidden metaphysics and the philosophical criterion, Allinson means a 
theory of human nature. He argues that “Confucianism . . . sets out an ethics 
based on compassion. Mencius states that such a feeling of sympathy resides in 
the potential human nature” (130). In his view, this Confucian conception of 
human nature is not an empirical one. If it were empirical, it could be falsified 
by what Rorty regards as sociopaths, people such as Eichmann who lack such 
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feeling of sympathy. In contrast, Allinson points out, “lacking both empirical 
proof and counterexample, it is a metaphysical argument. All human beings 
without exception will have such a feeling” (131). Moreover, such a metaphysi-
cal conception of human nature is not merely normative but also realistic. 
Actually, only because it is realistic can it be normative. Allinson argues that if 
we merely take the Confucian idea of human nature as normative, it will be not 
very different from the view held by Gaozi, which Allinson argues is very simi-
lar to Rorty’s view in “Philosophy-envy” (Rorty 2004a). This theory denies 
any inborn human nature and yet affirms that all humans can be made good. 
However, Allinson argues, Mencius “considers such a theory ineffective unless 
it supervenes upon a human nature capable of responding to such a theory. In 
short, Mencius must have not only ‘a theory of human nature’ but a human 
nature which the theory describes” (130).

A Rortian question, of course, is: How do we know humans have this 
metaphysical potential? Allinson responds that the best answer to this ques-
tion is provided in Mencius’s example of seeing a child about to fall into a well. 
From Rorty’s point of view, however, this is empirical and not metaphysical. 
It can be falsified, at least by Eichmann, the example Allinson himself uses 
to show that there are people who may not be receptive to other people’s suf-
fering. In his response, thus, Rorty expresses his twofold problem with such 
a metaphysical conception of human nature. First, if the goodness of human 
nature is a metaphysical truth and does not accept any counterexamples, then 
we have to “trace all examples of sociopathic personality to acculturation,” 
which Rorty doubts that we can do. Second, even if we could do it, we would 
be left with the question:

How do we know which cultures are more and which less in accordance 
with nature? How do we tell where empirical generalization stops and meta-
physics begins? How do we know where the nature of our species stops and 
corruption of that nature begins? (289)

It is his (and perhaps anyone else’s) inability to draw the line between an arbi-
trary and non-arbitrary definition of human nature or “fully human,” Rorty 
acknowledges, that leads him

to think that an appeal to “metaphysical” truths is as dubious an intellec-
tual maneuver as an invocation of divine judgment on the sons of Ham, or 
as an appeal to the widespread belief that sodomy is an unnatural practice. 
There seem to be no rules for drawing the essence-accident or metaphysical-
empirical distinctions. (289)

However, on the same issue, Ni, who also focuses on Mencius’s theory, 
argues that the Confucian conception of human nature is not metaphysical but 
empirical, but he does not therefore argue that it is merely descriptive. Histori-
cally and causally, “it is descriptive in the sense that it begins with an empirical 
observation about whether people do have those incipient tendencies” (104). 
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However, functionally, “it is stipulative because . . . it is Mencius’s choice to 
take what is unique to humans to be human nature” (104). Ni’s interpreta-
tion is more sophisticated than it appears. On the one hand, although Men-
cius’s functionally stipulative conception of human nature originates from his 
descriptive conception,

after the empirical generalization, he takes a shift toward the opposite direc-
tion. It seems that if our experience does find exceptions, we should say 
that the people who are devoid of the tendencies are not genuinely human, 
instead of modifying the description. (104)

In other words, the description as empirical generalization is subject to empir-
ical confirmation. Yet once it is confirmed, “experience appears to be no longer 
a relevant factor for justifying the thesis. The thesis is no longer disconfirm-
able” (104). On the other hand, Ni also points out,

Mencius did not first make an empirical assertion and then use a stipulative 
definition to make the empirical part vacuous and simply irrelevant. The 
empirical part is still relevant historically and causally, and history and cau-
sality are themselves not simply matters of stipulation; they are subject to 
empirical confirmation as well. (104)

It seems that the most controversial part remains the exceptions to nor-
mal human beings whose nature is good. In his response, Rorty states that, 
in Ni’s interpretation, “for Mencius, the person who displays no compassion 
has somehow been corrupted by an insidious inf luence (a tactic suggested in 
Robert Allinson’s chapter)” (286). If so, Ni will have the same problems that 
Rorty thinks Allinson has, as both claim that such a theory of human nature 
is empirically not disconfirmable. However, Ni does not say, at least not as 
clearly as Allinson does, that such abnormal persons are corrupted by an 
insidious inf luence. Ni seems to allow the possibility that they are born to be 
abnormal. Yet, in this case, Rorty will naturally raise the question about our 
definition of normal and abnormal human beings, which is obviously a stipu-
lative and not a descriptive conception. So in Rorty’s view, either we insist 
that the conception of human nature is metaphysical and so not disconfirm-
able or that it is empirical and so disconfirmable. Ni seems to want to have 
both: it is empirical and yet not disconfirmable. Thus, in his response, Rorty 
insists on the distinction between “claims that can be empirically confirmed 
and those that cannot” (285). Rorty thinks that statements such as “humans 
have the four hearts just as they have the four limbs” and “humans are natu-
rally good” are not empirically confirmable and so are not descriptive, which 
should be reserved for statements that can be empirically confirmed (285). 
Since such theories are not confirmable, the debate among Mencius, Xunzi, 
and Gaozi “is unlikely to make any practical difference” (285). Here Rorty 
obviously regards such statements as metaphysical and not empirical. If they 
were empirical, they would be disconfirmable.
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To avoid possible problems Rorty may have with the Confucian con-
ception of human nature, a couple of the contributors to this volume tend to 
downplay the descriptive dimension of the Confucian conception of human 
nature and emphasize its normativity. Behuniak, for example, argues against 
the essentialist interpretation of Mencius’s theory of human nature, accord-
ing to which human nature is “descendent from a transcendent entity” (118). 
Behuniak provides an alternative interpretation. In his view, for Mencius, the 
distinguishing feature of being human is family affection and this family affec-
tion is not part of an ahistorical human essence but a product of history (119). 
It is only then that Mencius uses this historical product as a normative idea. 
There are indeed a few apparently essentialist or ahistorical claims by Men-
cius (such as “Human disposition is good” and “All people have the capacity 
to become human”). However, in Behuniak’s view, in such claims, Mencius 
merely says something like this: “[T]hanks to the historical work of sages, his 
contemporaries now live in a qualitatively ‘Chinese’ and ‘human’ world, mean-
ing that they generally come from families and thus are the recipients of family 
affection at birth” (120).

Cheng, in his contribution, also emphasizes the normative conception of 
human nature as providing an ideal value for human beings to pursue. In this 
sense, in his otherwise very critical contribution, Cheng argues that “Rorty 
has scored an important insight” because

for Rorty, there seems to be a sense of metaphysics and moral theory that 
he has admitted in view of their ability to provide ends of view and norms 
and values of life. In this sense, a theory of human nature is objectionable 
because it commits us to an undesirable end, not because it is normative in 
intention and in use. This also means that whatever purpose of life we wish 
to pursue we need an understanding of human nature as a normative guide 
or a regulative vision. (56)

In Cheng’s view, the theory of human nature developed in Confucian tradi-
tion is in this sense normative. Cheng argues that, according to Mencius, first,

human nature need not be conceived as object or essence; it is rather a mat-
ter of an experienced interest or motive in action or a propensity or disposi-
tion to act in a certain way. It is hence a ref lection of our experience of what 
we take to be ourselves. Second, human nature can be a will to power or 
a fulfillment of a supreme goal in life. . . . Third, human nature is nothing 
other than creativity that a human person can discover. (59)

Cheng concludes that “Mencius’s theory of human nature is thus very differ-
ent from the account of human nature as substance that Rorty rejects. Human 
nature is but a power or ability for some desirable and satisfactory action, both 
individual and social” (59).6

Such an interpretation of the Confucian idea of human nature as primarily 
normative, if plausible, is certainly much more congenial to Rorty’s idea. For 
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Rorty, philosophical and religious theories of human nature “should tell us what 
to do with ourselves. They should explain why some lives are better for human 
beings than other lives, and why some societies are superior to others. A theory 
of human nature should tell us what sort of people we ought to become” (Rorty 
2004a, 18). As we can see, according to this normative interpretation, the Con-
fucian theory of human nature does precisely such a job. In his response to 
Behuniak, Rorty thus points out sympathetically that, if we accept Behuniak’s 
interpretation, when we know that somebody like Xie “lifted the hominids who 
were the ancestors of the Chinese out of a ‘sociopathic’ state of nature,”

we shall not explain, as Robert Allinson presumably would, that Xie was 
able to do this because he had an insight into the “nature” of those hominids. 
One will just say that he had a good idea. It was good because it paid off: its 
deployment was a necessary causal condition for the existence of people like 
us, the paradigmatic good guys. (287)

Nevertheless, Rorty would think that even such a normative idea of “human 
nature” has outgrown its usage. This is so because, in his view, it was useful 
only because it “marketed helpful moral and political advice in a fancy, dispos-
able package” (Rorty 2004a), and yet now it is time for us, while keeping such 
advice, to dispose of the package. In his view,

[A]ttempts to back up considered political judgments about what should be 
done with appeals to religious or philosophical facts are pointless gestures. 
This is because the appeals are at least as controversial as the original judg-
ments. Everybody is able to concoct a religion or a metaphysics that suits his 
antecedent moral or political view. (Rorty 2006, 90)

T H E  P U B L I C  A N D  T H E  P R I V A T E

One of the most distinctive ideas that Rorty has developed since his publica-
tion of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature is the distinction between the pub-
lic and the private. Against both traditional metaphysics that tries to fuse the 
public and the private into a single vision and contemporary historical thinkers 
who regard the two as antithetical, Rorty asks us “to treat the demands of self-
creation and of human solidarity as equally valid, yet forever incommensurable” 
(Rorty 1989, xiii). By the separation of public and private, Rorty means that

my private purposes, and the part of my final vocabulary which is not rel-
evant to my public actions, are none of your business. But as I am a liberal, 
the part of my final vocabulary which is relevant to such actions requires me 
to become aware of all the various ways in which other human beings whom 
I might act upon can be humiliated. (Rorty 1989, 91–92)

In his view, when public and private are thus separated, we can aim at an ideal 
society that lets “its citizens be as privatistic, ‘irrationalist,’ and aestheticist as 
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they please so long as they do it on their own time—causing no harm to others 
and using no resources needed by those less advantaged” (Rorty 1989, xiv).

Li, Tan, and Cheng, in their respective contributions to this volume, are in 
concert in their criticism of Rorty’s separation of public and private. Accord-
ing to Li, Rorty’s view underestimates the tension or even conf lict between an 
individual’s private and public pursuits, because they “compete for ‘space’ in a 
person’s life in such a way that, at some point of the process, the increase of one 
necessitates the decrease of the other” (197): to be more like Rorty’s exemplars 
of self-creation implies being less like those of human solidarity, and vice versa 
(197). Tan agrees. In her view, to spend time, energy, and other resources on 
one’s private pursuit of self-creation means that one will have less time, energy, 
and other resources to spend on one’s public pursuit of social justice (173).

To a criticism similar to the one made by Li and Tan, Rorty once explained 
in an interview:

What I had in mind in making the distinction was this: the language of citi-
zenship, of public responsibility, of participation in the affairs of the state, is 
not going to be an original, self-created language. Some people, the ones we 
think of as poets or makers, want to invent a new language—because they 
want to invent a new self. And there’s a tendency to try to see that poetic 
effort as synthesizable with the activity of taking part in public discourse. I 
don’t think the two are synthesizable. (Rorty 2006, 50)

In other words, Rorty has a different concern from Li and Tan when he advo-
cates the separation of private and public: if a person’s private pursuit is, for 
example, Christian faith, to regard such a private pursuit as in one piece with 
one’s public pursuit for social justice will inevitably result in cruelty as evi-
denced by inquisition and other actions of religious oppression. In this con-
text, to realize one’s pursuit in Christian faith as something merely private 
has something positive for the public: it leaves other individuals free to pur-
sue their own private forms of self-creation. It is in this sense that we can say 
that one’s pursuits in self-creation and in social justice are simultaneously real-
ized. This is true, however, only if we are limited to a negative sense of social 
justice: not to impose one’s private vision of self-creation upon others. Yet, 
Rorty’s own sense of social justice also includes positively reducing cruelty 
and increasing happiness. In this sense, social justice cannot be obtained sim-
ply by causing no harm to others; rather, it requires one to devote time, energy, 
and other resources to promote it, which may have nothing to do with one’s 
private vision of self-creation. It is in such cases that I think Li and Tan’s criti-
cism is to be taken seriously.

While Li and Tan share their criticism of Rorty, they propose different 
alternatives. Realizing the serious tension and even conf lict between one’s 
private and public pursuits, Li develops his Confucian-Daoist model of com-
plementarity to bring these two pursuits together. According to this model, 
two different value systems, for example, those represented by Confucianism 
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and Daoism respectively, do not contain entirely different values. In contrast, 
they often contain many common values. They are different value systems 
simply because they “prioritize values differently” and so they “realize alterna-
tive ways of life” (205). Because of this, these two different value systems are 
complementary:

Prioritizing a value may give a value system strength in one situation, but its 
correlative de-prioritization of a competing or opposing value may well be 
its weakness in another situation. . . .  This is the ground for having both to 
play different roles and to complement each other in society. (206)

To illustrate this Confucian-Daoist complementarity, Li mentions Tao Yuan-
ming, who first pursues a Confucian life and later a Daoist life. In Li’s view, 
Rorty’s two values, self-creation and social justice, should be integrated into a 
single value system in the same way, with different prioritizations in different 
situations.

In his response, Rorty’s main doubt about Li’s assigning priorities to 
values is its utility, whether when we are engaging leisured contemplation of 
alternative lives (as to be a soldier or a nun) or are faced with an urgent moral 
dilemma (as to desert either our spouse or our love). In the former case, “We 
make decisions about what sort of life to lead not by asking whether this vir-
tue or value outranks that, but by asking whether this sort of person is more 
admirable than that” (294). In the latter case, “It seems more plausible to think 
of him as asking ‘will I be able to live with myself if . . . ?’ or ‘how will I ever be 
able to explain . . . ?’ rather than ‘Which value outranks which?’” (294).

Instead of the complementarity between self-creation and social justice, 
the solution Tan proposes to what she sees as Rorty’s problematic view of the 
private and the public is simply to hold the horn of the public. In Tan’s view, 
a Confucian cannot be a liberal ironist if that means having to give up “the 
attempt to unite one’s private ways of dealing with one’s finitude and one’s 
sense of obligation to other human beings” (173). The reason is that “time, 
energy, and other resources spent on socially useless private pursuits could be 
spent differently to benefit the community as well as the individual. The dis-
tribution of resources and the social arrangements that provide contexts for 
human lives are public matters” (173). Of course, Tan argues that Confucians, 
including Confucius himself, are tolerant of people pursuing private inter-
ests. However, such pursuits are “only possible in a community governed well 
by those who lead with virtue and rites rather than edicts and punishments, 
who care more for the people than for their own power and wealth” (174). In 
Tan’s view, “[T]he luxury of being able to retreat to a ‘private club’ reduces the 
incentive of working toward one’s social hopes, of realizing a just public order. 
A Confucian would be less concerned with privacy, more concerned with 
improving and extending the community” (174).

To this, Rorty responds that private pursuit may indeed reduce the incen-
tive for social justice,
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but it may also recharge the batteries and send the social reformer back into 
the world (or down into the cave) with redoubled energy. However, the ques-
tion of private versus public is not just a matter of distributing one’s energy. 
It is also a matter of the nature of the utopian society, the development of 
which one is hoping to further. (291)

Regarding “the nature of the utopian society,” Rorty explains, is to make as 
large a space for individual choice as possible. In this sense he makes a contrast 
between Confucianism and his pragmatism: “[I]n the Confucian tradition, as 
I understand it, a just public order is an end in itself. In the pragmatist tradi-
tion, it is a means to the development of individuals in their full uniqueness, 
a way of facilitating individual self-creation” (291). I think the crucial ques-
tion that Rorty tries to pose here is: Is the social hope of a Confucian reformer 
to help individuals to develop their full uniqueness and facilitate their indi-
vidual creation or to fight for a common cause that is in addition to and other 
than the cause each individual pursues? In other words, is the common goal 
all Confucian reformers try to reach simply to maximize the possibilities of all 
individuals to pursue their distinctive goals or a common goal in addition to 
it? If a Confucian’s answer is the former, there will be no significant difference 
between a Confucian and a Rortian.

In his contribution, Cheng provides a third alternative to Rorty’s ideal 
of the liberal ironist who separates the public and the private: their synthe-
sis. In Cheng’s view, “[M]y decision to fight injustice could be the same deci-
sion to pursue my own happiness, and they are not necessarily incompatible” 
(47). Rorty, of course, acknowledges this possibility in “those lucky people for 
whom the love of God and of other human beings are inseparable or revolu-
tionaries who are moved by nothing save the thought of social justice” (Rorty 
1999, 13). However, in Rorty’s view, for most people, these two pursuits are 
separate. But Cheng is not content with the contingent existence of such lucky 
people. It is possible and desirable for everyone to become like them. Here, 
Cheng reminds us of Kant’s argument for supreme good in which happiness 
and good will are united on the presupposition of the existence of God and 
the immortality of the soul (47). In this respect, however, I think it fares even 
better if we look for a paradigm of such a synthesis in the person of Confucius 
at age seventy, when he acts on the desires of his heart without trespassing the 
boundary of morality. It has been the goal of Confucian self-cultivation that 
one finds joy in moral actions, just as a parent finds joy in taking care of her 
newborn baby, so that one can perform moral actions naturally without any 
need to overcome one’s inclination. In other words, in Confucianism, the syn-
thesis of public and private pursuits is not merely a contingent fact that hap-
pens to some “lucky” people. It is rather the goal of moral cultivation. Rorty, 
however, still resists such an idea of synthesis, not simply because he thinks 
that it is an empirical fact that the two do not coincide for most people; but 
more importantly because they “need not coincide, and one should not try too 
hard to make them do so” (Rorty 1999, 13).
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R E L I G I O N

Religion is another area in which several contributors to this volume have 
found it fruitful to compare and contrast Confucianism and Rorty. Different 
conclusions are reached, as there are different understandings of Confucian 
and (to a lesser extent) of Rorty’s views of religion.

Clark argues that Confucius self-consciously aligns himself with the 
golden traditions of the Shang and Zhou dynasties, and this is a tradition, 
Clark emphasizes, that is not only religious but also theistic. Thus, in his view, 
Confucius believes in an anthropomorphic Heavenly Emperor, Tian (heaven). 
He cites Analects 2.4 where Confucius claims that he understood Heaven’s 
mandate at the age of fifty and thereafter he was able to follow his heart’s 
desire, which was to accord with Heaven’s mandate. In Clark’s view, this shows 
that one’s learning is aimed at understanding and acting, with ease, according 
to the decrees of Heaven. Clark argues that Confucius’s belief in Heaven as 
something transcendent is further supported by many other Analects passages, 
such as 7.23, where Confucius claims that Heaven itself has endowed him with 
virtue; 6.28, where Confucius requests that Heaven punish him if he does 
anything wrong; 9.6, where Confucius says that if Heaven does not intend 
that a culture perish, then no one can do anything with it; and 8.18, where 
Confucius claims that Yao is great because he modeled himself on the great 
Heaven. Thus, after carefully examining, rejecting the common understand-
ing of, and reinterpreting several passages, such as Analects 3.12 and 5.13, that 
seem to run counter to Confucius’s emphasis on the transcendence of Heaven, 
Clark concludes that the Heaven that Confucius believes in is “god like, per-
haps in a way that invites comparison to the Western sense” (238).

In his interpretation of Confucius as theistic, Clark also criticizes David 
Hall and Roger Ames’s rejection of transcendence in Confucius. In Hall and 
Ames’s view, the Confucian Tian is not equitable to the Western conception of 
deity, because it is primarily not transcendent but unqualified immanent. Con-
fucius cannot be a theist, as claimed by Clark. However, in his contribution to 
this volume, Ames argues that, while not a theist, Confucius is religious. Here 
he adopts Dewey’s conception of the religious to connote “the sense of the con-
nection of man, in the way of both dependence and support, with the envelop-
ing world that the imagination feels is a universe” (262). In Ames’s view, this 
sense of the religious is “an ‘a-theistic’ yet still religious naturalism that has no 
need for positing the existence of a supernatural being” (264). It is in this sense 
that Ames argues that there is a Confucian religiousness, which is the “celebra-
tion of the human capacity to create meaning and to realize its world, describ-
ing the consummatory human being as fully a co-creator with the heavens and 
the earth in the emergent order of the cosmos” (267). In Ames’s view,

[C]lassical Confucianism is at once a-theistic, and profoundly religious. It 
is a religious tradition without a God; a religious sensibility that affirms a 
spirituality that emerges out of inspired human experience itself. There is 
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no church (except for the extended family), no altars (except perhaps for the 
dining room table), and no clergy (except for the exemplary models deferred 
to as the living center of one’s community). (268)

With these two different interpretations of Confucianism, as not only religious 
but also theistic or as a-theistic and yet religious (of course there are also people 
who claim that it is neither theistic nor religious), Clark and Ames have differ-
ent views of the relationship between Confucius and Rorty. Since Rorty often 
refers to himself as “we atheists,” it is quite easy for Clark to argue that Rorty 
and Confucius “stand in the starkest contrast” (246), with which Rorty cer-
tainly agrees. In Ames’s view, however, despite his common self-description of 
not only “we atheists” but also “we anti-clericalists” and “we secularists,” Rorty 
can still be regarded as religious in the Dewey-Confucian sense: not as holding 
“the conviction that a power that is not ourselves will do unimaginably vast 
good,” but as keeping “the hope that we ourselves will do such good” (273). 
In his reply, Rorty agrees with Ames that his objections to religion are more 
a matter of anticlericalism than anything else. However, sensing that, in both 
Dewey’s and Confucius’s ideas of the religious, there is an idea of totality (uni-
verse or cosmos) involved, Rorty states that “I am hesitant to exalt a sense of 
communion with the universe in the way that Dewey did in A Common Faith” 
(299), from which Ames cites frequently in his contribution.

This also brings us to the main theme of Marjorie Miller’s contribution 
to the volume, although Miller does not discuss the issue of religion explicitly. 
The main task Miller sets for herself is, against Rorty’s conception of mastery 
of and adaptation to the biologistic environment, to argue for both “respect 
and a certain sort of obedience” we owe to nature. To accomplish this goal, 
Miller sets an alliance between Confucianism and classical pragmatism. 
So, on the one hand, Miller appeals to William James and John Dewey, who 
“think nonhuman reality matters, and nature requires our respect” (217). On 
the other hand, she appeals to Confucians, particularly Xunzi, according to 
whom nature is “that with which we must act if we are to achieve our ends. 
In so far as we fail in our respect, in so far as we do not do our part, in so far as 
we separate ourselves from the Way, we build a world which disappoints and 
frustrates us” (219).

While Miller’s main goal is to replace her respect and even obedience for 
Rorty’s mastery and adaptation in our attitude toward nature, Rorty takes 
issue primarily with the idea of “nature” or “universe” or “world”: “I have trou-
ble thinking of the universe as a whole as characterizable in any way. . . . ‘The 
universe’ and ‘the world’ are terms for which I cannot find much use (except in 
contexts such as ‘the world of the ancient Greeks’ or ‘the world in which Con-
fucius lived’)” (295), and he relates such ideas of nature, universe, and world 
to their religious sense in Dewey’s A Common Faith, for which Rorty says that 
he has no use (296). So the idea of nature that Rorty is against is an idea of 
totality. It is not clear whether the nature to which Miller argues that we owe 
respect and even obedience is nature as such a totality or one as in “the world 



© 2009 State University of New York Press, Albany

 Rorty and Confucianism 15

of the ancient Greeks” or “the world in which Confucius lived.” If it is the lat-
ter, and there are indications that Miller does mean the latter, then it seems 
that Miller and Rorty do not disagree that much.

A T T I T U D E S  T O W A R D  T R A D I T I O N

In his contribution to this volume, Roger Ames emphasizes similarities 
between Confucianism and pragmatism. While Rorty himself is quite sym-
pathetic with Ames’s view in his response, the main part of his response is 
devoted to what seems to him the most significant difference between Con-
fucianism and pragmatism: their attitudes toward tradition. Rorty argues that 
“Confucianism bears some responsibility for China’s pre-1912 unwillingness 
to break with tradition” (298). It is in this sense that, instead of looking for sim-
ilarities between pragmatism and Confucianism as Ames does, Rorty empha-
sizes the distinction between the two as between the Romantic poet and the 
Confucian sage: “The former prides himself on bringing something new into 
the universe. The latter prides himself, just as does the Abrahamic theologian, 
on being in touch with something that has always been around” (299).

Rorty continues this contrast between Confucianism and pragmatism 
as a contrast between conservation and renovation in his reply to Marjorie 
Miller’s chapter. Miller emphasizes the importance of the Confucian idea 
of harmony, our “capacity to enhance and the activity of enhancing the har-
monious interactions in which we participate, both individually and collec-
tively” (216). Although Miller emphasizes that such a Confucian conception 
of harmony allows diversity and creativity, Rorty, in his response, argues 
against such a conception of harmony, saying that it will inhibit renovation. 
In Rorty’s view, without such specialists in dissonance as Blake, Kierkegaard, 
Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein—

people who think that everything is getting too damned harmonious—
intellectual and moral progress would slow to a halt. After an eruption of 
novelty, there will always be intellectuals of the second rank . . . who are good 
at bringing the new into harmony with the old. . . . [T]he smoother the cul-
tural landscape, the more likely it is that some genius will be provoked into 
disrupting it. Harmony is thus as useful as chaos to this dialectical move-
ment, but it is not its goal. The goal is increased richness of ways of writing 
and speaking—an increased range of possible forms of life. (295)

This contrast between Confucianism and pragmatism is also one of the 
two main themes of Kelly James Clark’s contribution to this volume. At the 
very beginning of his chapter, based on such Analects passages as 3.14, 7.1, 
and 7.5, Clark argues that Confucius identifies himself and his thought with 
the earliest period of the ancient Zhou tradition, and that Confucius and his 
thought have a decided antipathy toward innovation. Clark concludes that, “by 
all appearances, Confucius seems the prototypical conservative, conserving 
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and transmitting an ancient tradition in which is found the repository of righ-
teousness and justice” (230). In Clark’s view, this forms a stark contrast with 
Rorty’s notion of self-creation, which “begins with a rejection of the traditional 
idea of a fixed or essential human nature. That is, Rorty begins with a radical 
sense of the sociohistorical contingency of the self ” (229).

It is interesting to note that Rorty’s contrast between Confucianism and 
pragmatism (including his own brand of pragmatism) in their attitude toward 
tradition is made in his reply to Ames, who argues against Whitehead’s criti-
cism of Confucius as having occasioned “a time when things ceased to change” 
(256). So, consistent with his previous work with David Hall, Ames, in his 
contribution to this volume, continues to picture Confucius as a pragmatist, 
existentialist, and so a Rortian, a picture Clark tries very hard to repudiate in 
his contribution. In the final analysis, the issue comes down to the question of 
how to interpret Confucius. Here, whatever differences exist between them, I 
think there is one thing in common between Confucius and Rorty: neither of 
them is a defender of the status quo; rather, they both try to transform it. Ironi-
cally enough, Confucius can be claimed to be more revolutionary than Rorty, 
given Rorty’s preference for piecemeal reform over wholesale revolution.7 For 
example, Rorty argues against the cultural Left with “its preference for talk-
ing about ‘the system’ rather than about specific social practices and specific 
changes in those practices” and with a “revolutionary rather than reformist 
and pragmatic” rhetoric (Rorty 1998, 103).

The apparent difference between them is perhaps the way to break with 
the status quo: Confucius appeals to past tradition, and Rorty to future utopia. 
However, on the one hand, if we realize that the past tradition of the golden age 
that Confucius appeals to is not the tradition that continues to his time, but is 
rather a broken tradition, a tradition of a no less utopian age, then such a tradi-
tion is not much different from utopia.8 On the other hand, Rorty himself does 
not argue against our looking to the past for ideas of social change. In his view, 
the community in relation to which people renovate their society “may be the 
actual historical one in which they live, or another actual one, distant in time 
or place, or a quite imaginary one, consisting perhaps of a dozen heroes and 
heroines selected from history or fiction or both” (Rorty 1991, 21). Of course, 
on the question of what Confucius’s ideal society is, one in which a more ideal 
society is allowed to be created (a Rortian option) or one in which everything 
is perfect and so nothing needs to be improved, it is most likely that Clark and 
Ames would provide different answers.

N O T E S

1. Rorty does not mention that his own works are also rapidly being translated 
into Chinese. Among those already published are Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature; 
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity; Truth and Progress: Philosophical Papers (Volume 3); 
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Post-Philosophical Culture (a collection of essays later included in his first two volumes 
of philosophical papers published in English by Cambridge University Press, Objectiv-
ity, Relativism, and Truth and Essays on Heidegger and Others); and Post-Metaphysical 
Hope (a collection of essays mostly from his volume in English, Philosophy and Social 
Hope). In addition, there are numerous translations of Rorty’s individual essays pub-
lished in various Chinese journals. Currently, Shanghai Translation Publishing House 
上海譯文出版社 is working on Rorty’s Self-Selected Essays 羅蒂自選集, a set of three 
volumes of Rorty’s more recent essays, many of them not yet published in English.

2. References to other parts of this book are parenthetically indicated with page 
numbers in this chapter.

3. However, Rorty does not claim, as Hume does, that morality should therefore 
be based on feeling rather than reason and thus perpetuate the dichotomy. Instead, 
Rorty argues that the so-called reason is nothing but the ideally expanded feeling, and 
the so-called feeling is nothing but reason in a smaller scope (Rorty 1999, 77).

4. This similarity is also disclosed by Ni: “[N]either of them places the respect 
for reason and abstract moral principles as the motive for morality. Both of them take 
instead what is concrete and particular in our feelings, the feeling of compassion 
(Mencius) or pity for pain and remorse for cruelty (Rorty), and sensitivity to shame 
(Mencius) or humiliation (Rorty) as the motive for morality” (8). In my own contri-
bution, I also discuss this similarity (75–79).

5. In my own contribution, I also discuss this important similarity (see 79–83). 
Tan, however, holds a different opinion: “Confucian focus on rituals indicates an 
understanding that transforming feelings and equipping one with certain kinds of 
‘know-how’ is more important than gaining propositional knowledge of moral prin-
ciples. However, they would consider Rorty’s way of going about ‘manipulating our 
feelings’ by ‘telling sad and sentimental stories’ inadequate (Rorty 1998, 172, 185). 
The effect of such tales in making people treat others better, less cruelly, is limited 
compared to a more comprehensive approach of getting them to intermingle with 
those who need their concern and showing them through exemplary actions how to 
care for such people. Some kind of experience with suffering must provide the mate-
rial for imagination to work with. Some guidance is needed on how to extend one’s 
immediate experience into an empathetic understanding of others and how to allevi-
ate their situations” (165).

6. I myself also adopt such a normative interpretation of the Confucian concep-
tion of human nature. In my view, “when Confucians talk about human nature, they 
are not trying to tell us what a human being originally or metaphysically is. They are 
rather trying to tell us not only what human beings should be but also that humans 
can be what they should be” (93).

7. Of course, for Rorty, an explanation of this difference between himself and 
Confucius is that the status quo in which he lives is a more just one than the status quo 
in which Confucius lived.

8. As a matter of fact, as Tu Weiming has pointed out on several occasions, at least 
one of the reasons why Confucius claims that his ideal society is the legendary ancient 
golden age is to show that his ideal is real: it is not merely a “utopia”; it is rather some-
thing that can be realized, as it was realized in the golden age.
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