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LI AS CULTURAL GRAMMAR: ON THE RELATION
BETWEEN LI AND REN IN CONFUCIUS"” ANALECTS

Chenyang Li
Department of Philosophy, Central Washington University

A major controversy in the study of the Analects has been over the relation between
the two central concepts of /i #& (rites, rituals of propriety) and ren {= (humanity,
human excellence). Confucius seems to have said inconsistent things about this rela-
tion. Some passages appear to suggest that ren is more fundamental than /i, while
others seem to imply the contrary, and it is therefore not surprising that there have
been different interpretations and characterizations.! In this essay | will present an
interpretation that | believe best characterizes the relation between /i and ren.?

Using the analogy of language grammar and mastery of a language, | propose
that we should understand /i as a cultural grammar and ren as the mastery of a
culture. In this account, society cultivates its members through /i toward the goal
of ren, and persons of ren manifest their human excellence through the practice of
li3

/

I will begin with Kwong-loi Shun’s seminal work on this subject (Shun 2002). I do so
not only because Shun in his typically lucid style has provided a clear picture of this
complex issue, but also because Shun’s innovative interpretation and his examina-
tion of alternative interpretations are instrumental for the unfolding of my own un-
derstanding of this important issue.

Shun characterizes two major interpretations of the relation between ren and i
as the instrumentalist and the definitionalist.* The instrumentalist regards ren as the
central concept in the Analects and interprets Confucius as regarding “the obser-
vance of /i as standing in a mere instrumental relation to the ideal of ren” (Shun
2002, p. 56). Accordingly, the role of /i is to have people cultivate and express ren.
Shun offers two observations in favor of this interpretation. The first (A) is that there
are passages in the Analects where Confucius appears to take /i as playing merely an
instrumental role with regard to ren (e.g., 3.3, 5.18).> The second (B) is that there are
passages in the Analects where Confucius seems to think that some revisions of /i
can be justified (e.g., 9.3), whereas ren is not subject to such revisions.

While the instrumentalist interpretation sounds reasonable to some people, there
are two observations that seem to support a definitionalist interpretation. According
to the definitionalist, /i stands in a much more fundamental relationship with ren. In
this interpretation, the ideal of ren is defined only in terms of the general observance
of those rules of /i that actually existed in the Chinese society of Confucius’ time; the
general observance of the actually existing rules of /i is identified with ren. The first
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observation (C) in favor of the definitionalist interpretation is that some passages in
the Analects seem to suggest this understanding. For example, 12.1 reads:

BB - FH wOEE8RC - —ARCER  RTYR{CR - B{CHEC  TEAK -
Shun renders this passage as follows:

Yan Yuan asked about ren.

The Master said, “Ke ji fu li constitutes ren. If a person can for one day ke ji fu li, all under
Heaven will regard him as having ren. The attainment of ren comes from oneself, and not
from others.” (Shun 2002, p. 60)

While careful not to rush his own translation of ke ji fu li, Shun points out that
whether one translates this phrase as “subduing oneself and returning to the obser-
vance of /i or as “succeeding in aligning oneself with /i,”” the definitionalist can cite
this passage as evidence that Confucius regards /i as constitutive of ren. The second
observation (D) favoring the definitionalist interpretation is Confucius’ generally con-
servative attitude toward /i. In the Analects, Confucius often regards departures from
the existing /i as mere deteriorations (e.g., 3.1, 3.17, 9.3, 16.2, and 17.21). This
seems to go along with the attitude that bu ren “*{=, or “not ren,” is always a bad
thing.

The dilemma appears to be that, while all four observations apparently have tex-
tual evidence, each of these two interpretations accommodates only two of the four
observations, with the other two being problematic. As a solution to this problem,
Shun articulates a third interpretation that would accommodate all four observations.
He proposes that /i and ren stand in a relation analogous to that between certain
motions at a wedding ritual in a community on the one hand and getting married
on the other, or to mastering a linguistic practice on the one hand and mastering a
corresponding concept on the other. Shun maintains that his interpretation can ac-
commodate all four observations. First, just as a corresponding linguistic practice is a
means for one to grasp and express a concept, li serves as the means for us to culti-
vate and express ren. Second, analogous to the fact that a linguistic practice or ex-
pression can change over time while its corresponding concept remains the same, /i
can change over time and some of the changes can be justified, while ren remains
constant. Third, within a community, mastering a corresponding linguistic practice is
not only the necessary but also the sufficient condition for mastering the correspond-
ing concept; similarly, within a community, mastering the /i is not only the necessary
but also the sufficient condition for mastering ren. Therefore, in some sense, /i con-
stitutes ren. Fourth and last, although changes in linguistic practice may take place
and may be justified, there is a constraint on the extent of the revision at any given
time. This gives an analogous explanation of Confucius’ generally conservative atti-
tude toward /i (Shun 2002, pp. 64-65).

According to Shun’s interpretation, /i constitutes ren similar to the way that a
wedding ritual in a community constitutes getting married and that mastering a cor-
responding linguistic practice in a linguistic community constitutes mastering a con-
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cept. | will call this view the “constitution thesis.” Shun’s interpretation is ingenious
and is a step forward toward a coherent account of various sayings on /i and ren in
the Analects. The merits of his interpretation over the other two notwithstanding, |
have two qualms about it. First, in his effort to make the analogies work, Shun shifts
ground. Using his marriage analogy, he writes:

[W]ithin this community, two people’s performing the appropriate motions on the appro-
priate occasion is both necessary and sufficient for their getting married. Moreover, per-
forming these motions and getting married are not separate occurrences that happen to
be causally related; rather, given the practice of the community, the former just consti-
tutes the latter.

Then he writes:

On the other hand, it is not the case that getting married is defined in terms of the perfor-
mance of these particular motions on ceremonious occasions of this particular kind, for
otherwise we would not have been able to make sense of people’s getting married by
some other ceremonial procedure in a different community. ... [Dlifferent communities
may have different ceremonial procedures for the undertaking of such commitments.
(Shun 2002, p. 62)

Here Shun demonstrates, quite appropriately, a multicultural sensibility, which
Confucius himself may have lacked. Shun’s argument is effective against those defi-
nitionalists that he has in mind, who hold ren to be defined only in terms of the actu-
ally existing rules of /i advocated by Confucius. However, | think that today’s defini-
tionalists surely have no problem saying that “within this community” getting
married is defined—in the sense Shun has used in describing the definitionalist
view (Shun 2002, p. 57)—in terms of the performance of these particular motions
on ceremonious occasions of this particular kind. Thus, when a person asks her
friends “Are you married?”” she means have they done such things as exchanging
rings on a particular ceremonious occasion and said “I do.” As a matter of fact, a
sensible definitionalist today is most likely to acknowledge the cultural specificity
of li in defining ren. For instance, in one cultural community getting married is
defined as two persons of the opposite sex performing a certain ceremony at a
church, whereas in another cultural community getting married is defined as two
persons of either the same sex or of the opposite sex performing a ceremony without
the involvement of the church. In one cultural community being able to master the
expression “white snow” is defined as mastering the corresponding concept of white
snow, whereas in another cultural community mastering the expression bai xue 5=
is defined as mastering the same concept.

The case now is this: without the qualifier “within this community,” Shun can-
not make his case that “two people’s performing the appropriate motions on the ap-
propriate occasion is both necessary and sufficient for their getting married”; with
this qualifier, it is no longer true that “it is not the case that getting married is defined
in terms of the performance of these particular motions on ceremonious occasions of
this particular kind.” In order to make his account work, Shun uses the qualifier on
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the one hand and leaves it out on the other. In elaborating his account, Shun sub-
sequently relies on the use and the omission of this qualifier (Shun 2002, pp. 63—
66). | find this ad hoc shifting of grounds not only artificial but also unconvincing
to definitionalists.

My second qualm is about Shun’s constitution thesis, namely that the general
observance of [i constitutes ren. This thesis poses too close a relationship between
li and ren; it cannot accommodate the fact that Confucius holds that /i may not al-
ways result in ren and that persons of ren may not always follow the rules of /i. In 3.3
Confucius says that “If a person is un-ren, what has one to do with [i?” (AT~ 1{= » 41
¥ 1{m7?). This implies that one could follow the rules of /i without being ren. If Ii con-
stitutes ren in the same way that a wedding ceremony constitutes getting married,
then this possibility—that one who follows the rules of /i but is not ren—would be
nonexistent.> Confucius evidently holds it could exist. In 3.26 Confucius criticizes
people who “practice /i without jing [reverence, respect]” (&1 1%;).” Being re-
spectful is a quality of being ren. When asked about how to be ren, Confucius
replies, “be deferential in daily life, be respectful in handling affairs, and be sincere
in dealing with people” (JEE#% » #iZE4L - BE) (13.19). A person of ren has to
have a sense of jing because ren, in the sense in which it is used here, is an all-
encompassing ethical attainment. If /i constitutes ren, it would not be possible for
anyone to practice /i without respectfulness, but Confucius obviously holds that
such practice is possible.

Shun’s interpretation also fails to accommodate passage 15.32, in which Confu-
cius indicates that even a person of ren may not always follow the rules of /i (within
the same community).

FE: Ml CTBESFZ > 852 ki - Mz ZRESFZ » LR - AIRT
W Mz o ZRESFZ 0 RO - B2 TS RED -

| translate:

The Master said: [If one] is intelligent enough to acquire [a post], but not ren enough to
keep it, one will lose it even if one acquires it. [If one] is intelligent enough to acquire a
post, and is ren enough to keep it, but is not solemn (zhuang) when presenting himself in
front of people,® then the people will not respect him. [If one] is intelligent enough to ac-
quire a post, ren enough to keep it, and solemn enough when presenting himself in front
of people, but does not act by the rules of /i, that is still not good.

“Solemn” is a translation of zhuang #, which in Chinese has a strong connotation of
one’s appearance and falls into the category of yi &, namely the form or manner in
which one performs an action. In this connection, zhuang is closely related to /i.
Therefore, both of the last two items in the passage above are about the form in
which a person of ren acts. Here Confucius indicates that it is possible for a person
to be ren yet (on occasion?) not to follow a rule of /i.? If this is the case, then ren is
not constituted by /i, at least not directly, as the constitution thesis implies.

Then, what about 12.1, where Confucius seems to be saying that /i constitutes
ren? Confucius clearly says: ke ji fu li wei ren 321814 %1=. While the specific
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meaning of ke ji fu li remains disputable, there should be little doubt that here Con-
fucius is saying something to the effect that if one can bring oneself to follow the
rules of /i, one can then wei ren. The definitionalist interpretation and the constitu-
tion thesis share one important common belief, namely that ke ji fu li and ren are in
some sense identical, as wedding rituals are identified with getting married (at least
in the same culture).’® The constitution thesis interprets wei % as “to constitute”
(Shun 2002, p. 60). This interpretation is grounded on one meaning of the word
wei. Wei can mean “make” or “become,” which is close to “constitute.” | believe
that there is another reading of wei that is more coherent with other observations of
Confucius’ teachings.

In ancient times wei had many meanings. In the Ci yuan g#i§ (Sources of terms),
over twenty different meanings are attributed to wei. Among these meanings several
are relevant to our discussion: dan-dang #&, undertake; zao-cheng #5 %, make (as
in “make a mess”); bian-cheng %%, become; xue £, learn; shi %2, is (as in “A is B”);
shi {& or ling %, cause, enable, or make (as in “make someone a better person”);
and ze HI, result in. As is relevant to our discussion, | think wei % is quite similar
to the English word “make.” When we say “x makes y” it can mean either a causal
relation or a relation of constitution. The “make” in “exercise makes Mary healthy”
means a causal relation, whereas the “make” in “apples make good snacks” indi-
cates a relation of constitution. Similarly, if one interprets wei as shi /& (is) or bian-
cheng (become), then the sentence does appear to suggest that /i constitutes ren. On
the other hand, if one interprets wei as shi {# or ling (cause, enable) or as ze (result
in), then the sentence says that practicing /i can lead to ren or can enable or cause a
person to be ren. Here “cause” must be understood in a weak sense, as a necessary
but not sufficient condition, similar to the way that physical exercise can cause or
lead to good health but does not necessitate good health. According to this reading,
one must practice /i in order to become ren, but merely following the rules of /i does
not guarantee the attainment of ren.

Admittedly, the fact that the word wei has different meanings does not dictate
which meaning is appropriate in interpreting 12.1. Here | will argue that in the con-
text of 12.1 wei % is best understood to mean ze Hij or shi {#, and the sentence says
that ke ji fu li can result in, or cause, or enable a person to be, ren. First, let me point
out that in the Analects Confucius has used the word wej in the sense of ze. In 17.23,
Confucius says that “a brave jun zi without yi will result in (wei) disorder” (B 15 5%
iz AF)."" Obviously, the jun zi (the person) cannot possibly constitute disorder
(a chaotic state of society), even though he can cause disorder. When the historian
Sima Qian =& #& quotes this sentence of Confucius in the Records of History (5152),
he simply replaces wei % with ze Hi| to avoid ambiguities (book 67). In 8.2 of the
Analects Confucius makes a similar point: “Bravery without /i results in (ze) disor-
der” (BEfifEEHIEL). Here he uses ze rather than wei. Evidently, in Confucius wei
can mean ze.'?

Second, in 12.1 Confucius follows ke ji fu li wei ren with wei ren you ji 2{~H
. Shun renders it as “the attainment of ren comes from oneself.” Since the two
usages of the term wei ren appear in the same passage, it is reasonable to think

Chenyang Li

315



316

they are likely to mean the same thing.'> But “attainment” and “constitution” are
obviously not the same. | believe Shun’s rendering as “attainment” is much closer
to the meaning of wei in this context than “constitution.”

The expression wei ren %{~ also appears in 15.9:

TEMAC - TH: TAEHE  WeAHES - BRI  FEARCEE  kEL2(0H -
| translate:

Zi Gong asked about wei ren. The Master said, “If craftsmen want to do a good job, they
must first sharpen their tools. Residing in this land, one must work with the worthy among
the officials and socialize with persons of ren among the literate.”

In this passage, Confucius tells Zi Gong that in order to wei ren one must acquire
good qualities by mingling with persons of ren. Obviously, the mingling with per-
sons of ren does not constitute ren; the expression wei ren has to mean something
other than “constituting ren.” Confucius’ philosophy is a “person-making” (zuo ren
fit \ or wei ren % \) philosophy, the idea being that one has to work on forming
one’s own character to become a person of ren. A reasonable reading of the expres-
sion of wei ren %{~ should be “[how to] make oneself a person of ren,” that is, to
enable oneself to be ren. | take it that, just as Confucius gives different answers to the
same question on other issues (such as xiao #, filial piety) to different people in dif-
ferent circumstances, in 12.1 and 15.9 he gives different directions on the same issue
of how to become ren.

Furthermore, in 17.6 Confucius says that “to be able to practice the five virtues
is to wei ren” (BEfTHLE R R T &1-%). These five virtues are respect, tolerance, trust-
worthiness, diligence, and benevolence (#% » & » {5 » # » #). Now, does this mean
that these five virtues constitute ren, or that they enable a person to be ren? A person
who can practice these virtues is definitely very close to being one of ren. But it does
not mean that these are sufficient for being a person of ren. Confucius says that “the
person of ren necessarily has bravery” (=0, 8) (14.4). If bravery is a necessary
condition for being ren, then nothing short of it, even the five important virtues listed
above, can be said to constitute ren.

The second sentence in 12.1 is yi ri ke ji fu li tian xia gui ren yan —H 7 2 {81 »
KT E#Z%, which Shun renders as “If a person can for one day ke ji fu i, all under
Heaven will regard him as having ren” (2002, p. 60). | read this sentence differently:
Yi ri —H here means yi dan — H, namely “once (sometime in the future).” A similar
use can be found in such classics as the “Qin wu” chapter of the Zhan guo ce &
K “the king is in old age. Once (yi ri) he dies and the prince takes charge, your
highness is in great danger” (EZ&MeE - —HILER » KTFHE - BREH)EI. |
read gui ren §#{~ to mean not “regarding as ren,” but gui fu yu ren EEfR~, or
“moving toward ren.” Gui ren also appears in the Mencius: “people moving toward
(the prince of) ren is like water running downward and animals running in the wild”
(RZB{H - BkZE T » BRZEM#t) (4A.9). For Mencius, people have a ten-
dency to follow good leaders just as water has a tendency to go downward and ani-
mals have a tendency to run around in the wild. Therefore, the sentence yi ri ke ji fu
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li, tian xia gui ren yan —H 7w c /818 » R FEF{Z% can mean “if one day [someone]
can ke ji fu li, the whole world will follow him in moving toward ren.” For Confu-
cius, being able to ke ji fu i is an indication of a person becoming ren. If someone (a
ruler) can manage to ke ji fu li, people will come to follow him. This reading is con-
sistent with the interpretation of the relation between /i and ren that | will present
next in this essay.

1

Now | would like to formulate an alternative interpretation of the relation between /i
and ren that can accommodate our observations above. Following Shun, | will do so
with an analogy. My interpretation may be labeled “/i as cultural grammar.” In this
interpretation | use language grammar and the mastery of a language as analogies,
and suggest that we should think of /i as cultural grammar and ren as the mastery
of a culture. Here | use “grammar” in the sense of syntax; it means the rules whereby
words or other elements of sentence structure are combined to form acceptable sen-
tences and phrases.' According to the interpretation | present here, a culture is anal-
ogous to a language, a person in general observance of /i in a culture is analogous to
someone who follows the grammar of a language that he or she speaks, and a person
of ren is analogous to someone who has mastered a language. Needless to say, /i is
not literally grammar. To say that /i is grammar is a metaphor. The nature of meta-
phor presupposes that the two things involved are not the same and that they have
different characteristics. | should caution that all metaphors have limitations; we
should not overread the metaphor of grammar used here. My tactic is to use this met-
aphor to elucidate some of the most important characteristics of /i and to shed light
on the relation between /i and ren.

Grammar is embedded in language. It provides general rules for the use of words
in constructing sentences and phrases. A child begins learning a language by hearing
and saying it, usually by imitating adults’ patterns of everyday linguistic behavior.
When the child is reflective, he or she will learn and develop a sense of grammar.
Competent language users may speak a language without being conscious of gram-
mar. But if a person is incompetent, we can usually point out that he or she violates
grammar. Although the core of grammar remains stable, grammar does change over
time. New linguistic expressions emerge and gain currency. That is the evolution of
grammar and language. Today we also know that different languages have different
grammars. Until the nineteenth century, in the West, Latin grammar was considered
to be universally applicable to all languages. It was believed that any language de-
serving the name of language would have to conform to Latin grammar. Only after
contacts with the languages of indigenous peoples, such as Native Americans, did
Western linguists realize that different languages have different grammars, rather
than no grammar.'> Understanding a language implies understanding its grammar,
at least implicitly. When a person does not know the grammar of another language,
he or she does not understand that language. Obviously, one can be at home with
the grammar of one’s own language without understanding that of other languages.
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My thesis here is that grammar gives us a good metaphor to go by in understanding
the role of /i in a culture and its relation to ren.

Li originally referred to religious rituals in ancient society. Its meaning was later
expanded to encompass all established ethical, social, and political norms of human
behavior, including both formal rules and less serious patterns of everyday behavior.
We can say things about /i similar to what we say about grammar. A culture as a
form of life is like a language; /i is embedded in a culture as grammar is in a lan-
guage. As the basic rules and norms of human behavior in a society, /i is embedded
in people’s everyday behavior as grammar is embedded in everyday expressions.
We usually do not learn /i in abstract forms, nor do we usually learn grammar in ab-
stract forms. One becomes proficient in practicing /i by following patterns of human
activity in daily life, as one becomes grammatically proficient by using linguistic pat-
terns. Although a person who has become skillful in performing /i does not have to
think about it all the time—one can act naturally in accordance with /i—when
someone does not behave appropriately, we will quickly notice that he or she vio-
lates some rules of /i. A child begins learning social behavior by imitating adults who
have learned /i. Nevertheless, society has to figure out specific ways to teach chil-
dren rules of /i. One way or another, children have to attend the “grammar school”
of li by learning their lessons. Early Confucians apparently thought that only the /i of
their society and time (the Zhou /i) was /i, and other societies were without /i and
therefore were barbarians. These Confucians were wrong about /i just as linguists in
the nineteenth century West were wrong about grammar. Different cultures have dif-
ferent forms of /i.'® Understanding other peoples’ /i is necessary for one to under-
stand their culture; learning another culture’s /i is a necessary condition for acting
appropriately in that culture.

Although Confucius did not give an explicit definition of /i, from his uses of
the term we can find some characteristics of /i. Here we can compare these char-
acteristics, as described in the Analects, to grammar. First, grammar is by its na-
ture a public property. As Wittgenstein indicated, a private language with its lin-
guistic rules in principle inaccessible to the public is impossible. There is no such
thing as private grammar. Li is also essentially a public phenomenon. As Tu Wei-
ming has pointed out, “the problem of /i does not even occur when one has abso-
lutely nothing to relate to” (Tu 1979c¢, p. 21). Li presupposes both a community and
people in relationships. Participating in ritual activities is necessarily a public affair
(in the sense that it involves more than one person), as it is the act of relating to
others in society. A private /i that is in principle inaccessible to other people is not
real /i.

Second, grammar, at least in natural languages, is rooted in tradition. It is passed
down from generation to generation. Li is rooted in tradition, too. It has its own evo-
lutionary process and is not something that a later society makes up from scratch.
Confucius says that “Yin followed the li of Xia, ... Zhou followed the /i of Yin"” (§%
R E, ... FRREEE) (2.23). There was continuity of /i through the Xia dynasty,
the Yin (Shang) dynasty, and the Zhou dynasty. Without /i, tradition can neither exist
nor survive, because the continuation of a tradition is at least in part constituted by
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the continuation of /i. The continuity of /i through generations and dynasties sustains
the continuity of the tradition.

Third, grammar has a descriptive function. By looking at how its grammar works,
we can learn about a language. By comparing the grammars of two languages, we
see how these languages are different. For example, a Chinese native speaker gets a
sense of how the English language is different by learning how the word “the” is
used in forming sentences. A native speaker of English learns the same about the
Chinese language in getting to know that in Chinese sentences verbs do not have
the past tense; instead in Chinese the past is indicated by using a phrase like “in
the past,” “last year,” or “earlier today.” Similarly, /i describes how people in a so-
ciety behave. In understanding a society, it is important that we study its rules of /i.
Confucius did not specifically address the descriptive function of /i. But we can infer
this point from his comments on the deteriorating state of society (e.g., in 16.2). Evi-
dently, in his view the kind of /i in a society indicates the level of civilization of that
society, and we can describe the character of a society by describing how its /i func-
tions. Confucius says:

I can speak of the /i of the Xia dynasty, but [the Xia descendants in] Qi can no longer
verify it. | can speak of the /i of Yin [Shang], but [the Yin descendants in] Song can no
longer verify it. [This is because] historical records are no longer adequate. If [they
were] adequate, | would be able to verify it.

HEEREZ LT RR BEEEE 2 RTEEE - Ui it - 2 AIEsERZ

% (3.9
Knowing that their /i is an important way of knowing the cultures in these societies
and being able to describe their /i indicates a knowledge of the cultures in these
societies.

Fourth, grammar has an instrumental function in the learning of language. Study-
ing grammar, either formally or informally, is necessary for linguistic competence.
Grammar can be formalized; it is more about commonality than particularity in a
language. So it is with /i. The rules of /i are formalized and can be formulated in gen-
eral terms.’” For Confucius, in order to establish oneself, that is, to become a func-
tioning and contributing member of society, a person has to learn /i. Confucius says
that “One has nothing to establish oneself on without learning Ii"” (fNE3%& » 4 ) 57)
(16.13).78 Obviously, learning to behave appropriately in accordance with /i is a
necessary step for children in becoming mature members of a community.

Fifth, grammar sets the standard for good use of language; it has regulative and
prescriptive functions. Grammar issues prescriptions in the form of “Do” or “Do
Not”—for example, “[Do] use a singular pronoun with a singular antecedent” and
“Do not use a plural pronoun with a singular antecedent.” Under normal circum-
stances, being ungrammatical is not a good thing and should be avoided. Whether
a person speaks grammatically or not is a measure of whether that person is literate.
Similarly, /i is a measure of appropriate social behavior; it has a regulative and pre-
scriptive force and it serves as a directive for our actions. A violation of /i is generally
considered inappropriate or a transgression and must be avoided (12.1). Saying
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someone is ignorant of /i is a negative remark, as in Confucius’ comment on Guan
Zhong & {ifi (3.22). Confucius explicitly criticized Zai Wo 52 for not following the
li of mourning for one’s parents for three years (17.21). In Confucian classics such as
the Li ji #z2 and the Zuo zhuan 7:{& there are numerous uses of the expression
“contrary to /i or “not in accordance with /i (FE#&l1) to register disapproval of cer-
tain actions.' When we do things, we should do them in accordance with /i. Con-
fucius says that “Respect without /i results in futility, caution without /i results in
timidity, bravery without /i results in disorder, and straightforwardness without /i
results in hastiness” (G EEAISS - AT EERIE - BTEERIE - BRI
(8.2). We usually consider respect, caution, bravery, and candor good virtues, but
they cannot be appropriately practiced without being regulated by /i. Futility, timid-
ity, disorder, and hastiness are to be avoided by following /i.

For Confucius, /i is an important indicator of the health of a society. One of his
major criticisms of his own time was that it was a period when “/i was deteriorating
and music was falling apart” (#154455)°°, and Confucius considered it his mission
to restore /i in society. He insisted that acting not in accordance with /i is no good
(B2 LI » REwAR) (15.32). He felt intolerant when the Ji family in the state of Lu
used a sixty-four dancer troupe at home for entertainment, when this was appropri-
ate only for the son of Heaven (tian zi X) and was thus a violation of the /i (8.1).
Just as a good user of language follows grammar, a good person follows /i. Without
li, things will go astray. Confucius maintained that by following the rules of /i him-
self, a ruler could make people behave (13.4, 14.44). Confucius tells his disciples
that “[If one] broadly studies the classics and regulates oneself with /i, one will not
go astray” (HERASC » A9 2 LIt » JRA] DIgEREZR ) (12.15; see 6.25 and 9.10 for sim-
ilar remarks). When Fan Chi £ asks about xiao # or filial piety, Confucius replies:
“[When parents are] alive, serve them in accordance with /i; [after parents] die, give
them funerals in accordance with /i and hold memorial services for them in accor-
dance with [i” (£ Z LI » EZEZ LI » L2 LI#E) (2.5). These rules of [i tell us
what to do with parents. Broadly speaking, /i serves as guidance in our lives.

Sixth, and finally, although grammar largely remains constant over time, it does
also change over time. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it was grammatical in
English to negate a sentence by attaching a “not” to the end of the sentence (e.g., “I
see you not”). Today, this is no longer considered grammatically correct. While the
analogy of /i and grammar explains adequately Confucius’ generally conservative at-
titude toward /i, it also explains why he was not an absolutist on rules of /i. Although
in a society the rules of /i largely remain constant, they can change, and Confucius
was in principle not opposed to change. For example, he said that “Using linen hats
has been the [ancient] /i, but now silk hats are used. It is economical and | follow the
majority” (i &1 » S4k - & FHEF) (9.3). So, for Confucius, certain changes
in the rules of /i can be appropriate and justified.?! For all these reasons, grammar
provides a good metaphor for us to understand /i.

Closely related to li is the concept of ren. In the Analects, the word ren {=
appears more than one hundred times, yet Confucius never gives it a formal defini-
tion. It is generally accepted that ren can mean either one single quality of affection
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among other desirable qualities in a person or an all-encompassing ethical ideal that
includes all desirable qualities (Shun 2002, p. 53; Li 1999, pp. 96-97). In the Ana-
lects, the word appears mostly to refer to an all-encompassing ethical ideal, which is
my focus here. Of numerous discussions of ren in the Analects, a large number fall
into two categories. The first category is about how to attain ren and how to avoid
going to the contrary of ren. This includes passages such as 1.3, 1.6, 4.7, 12.1, 12.2,
13.19,13.27,15.9, 17.6, 17.17, and 19.6. The second category is about what a per-
son of ren would do. This includes passages 4.2, 4.3, 6.20, 6.21, 9.28, 12.3, 12.22,
14.5, 14.30, et cetera. Among the first category are various instructions that Confu-
cius gave to his disciples on how to achieve ren. Because his disciples were different
types of people in diverse circumstances, naturally his instructions varied in each
case. They give us some clues, however, on what it takes for people to attain the
ideal of ren. For example, one would need to be able to think before one talks (to
be “slow in words”) (13.27), and one would need to be able to practice various vir-
tues (13.19, 17.6). The second category tells us how a person of ren acts or what
such a person is like. For example, a person of ren loves good people (4.3, 12.22)
and also dislikes bad people (4.3), tackles difficult tasks before enjoying their fruits
(6.20),%2 enjoys mountains (6.21), is reticent to speak (12.3), is at peace with him/
herself (4.2), and is brave (14.4) and not anxious (you &) (9.28).

These two categories of discussions of ren are, of course, closely related and
even overlap. While the details can always be further examined, it is obvious that
for Confucius a person of ren possesses all kinds of good qualities and is a morally
accomplished person. That ren stands for a very high degree of virtuous achievement
is also evidenced by the fact that Confucius refused to grant ren to his talented dis-
ciples such as Zi Lu, Zhong You, Ran Qiu, and Gong Xichi (5.8). In the Analects,
Confucius is obviously proud of his knowledge of /i as well as his ability to observe
1i (3.9, 3.17, 9.3). But on the question of whether he considered himself to have
achieved ren, Confucius says, “if you talk about sageliness and ren, how dare | claim
these?” (FHEEEA(” » HIE S HL?) (7.34). Whether he was being modest or not, the fact
that he did not say the same about /i suggests that ren represents a higher achieve-
ment than merely observing [i.2*> Therefore, | accept Tu Wei-ming’s interpretation
that ren symbolizes a holistic manifestation of humanity in its “highest state of per-
fection.”?# In our linguistic analogy in this essay, such a highly achieved state or
quality is comparable to the mastery of a language. When various disciples asked
him about how to become ren, each time he gave a different answer. This is not sur-
prising. It would be just as hard for us to give a precise definition of the mastery of a
language. If one is to instruct students on how to master a language, one probably
would give different instructions to different students under different circumstances.

Merely knowing the grammar of a language does not constitute mastery of that
language, even though the master of a language knows and follows grammar well.
Presumably most people can follow grammar and achieve linguistic competence,?>
but only a small number of people become masters of a language. The master of a
language is not only linguistically competent but also linguistically creative and ex-
emplary, like Shakespeare. The master of a language is analogous to someone like
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Michael Jordan in basketball. Jordan not only knows the rules of the game but has
become extremely skillful and has developed the amazing ability to play the game
in a style that cannot be adequately described or formulated in terms of rules.

Similarly, although /i does not constitute ren, a person of ren as the master of a
culture must know /i, in the sense both of “know-that” and of “know-how,” and
must practice /i. On the other hand, although the general observance of the rules of
li makes a person a good member of society, it does not necessarily make one a per-
son of ren. A person of ren deeply understands the culture in which he or she lives
and is able to manifest the best way of living in that culture. Such a person is cre-
ative, exemplary, and influential, a person whom others look up to, admire, and
take as a model. Whereas /i has an emphasis on social objectivity, just as grammar
has an emphasis on linguistic commonality, ren has an emphasis on human subjec-
tivity. For this reason, | am sympathetic to Tu Wei-ming’s “inwardness” characteriza-
tion of ren as in contrast to the outwardness of /i (Tu 1979a, p. 10). However, we
should be careful not to take /i merely as “an externalization” of ren, which may
imply that ren can be obtained without /i.2® In my account, although ren is philo-
sophically and ethically more significant than /i, ren is not attainable independ-
ently of /i, just as mastering a language cannot be achieved independently of its
grammar.

Following my analogy of /i as cultural grammar, we can draw several conclu-
sions. First, learning and practicing /i is a necessary condition for and instrumental
to the attainment of ren. In order to master a language, a person needs to learn and
have a firm grasp of its grammar. This is particularly true of those who study a sec-
ond language. At first, one has to be careful and pay particular attention to the gram-
mar. At this stage, one simply cannot speak naturally. But after one develops a sense
of its grammar, speaking the language becomes natural and spontaneous. The master
of a language may not need to think of its grammar as she speaks and writes. She can
do so fluently even without consciously following the grammar.2” Analogously, a
person of ren is able to practice /i naturally and with ease. It is said that at the age
of seventy Confucius was able to do whatever he willed without overstepping the
rules (Analects 2.4); he had become a master of the culture—as Shakespeare had
mastered English and Michael Jordan basketball.

Second, grammar lays the groundwork for the function of language; while gram-
mar can change, it must remain stable in order for the use of language to continue
without too many interruptions. Obviously, if grammar were to change constantly,
one would not be able to grasp the language, let alone master it. Li as the grammar
of a culture must also remain stable. Without a substantial degree of stability in /i, a
culture cannot sustain itself, because it would not be able to educate its young to
learn the basics of moral behavior, much less produce persons of ren in society.
Even though merely following /i does not necessarily make a person ren, a person
who is ren, as the master of a culture, must follow /i, at least overwhelmingly for
the most part. Because of this close connection between /i and ren, Confucius holds
a conservative attitude toward deviations from /i. The person of ren is first of all a
guardian of /i.
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Third, even masters of a language may on occasion act in violation of grammar.
Similarly, there are circumstances where persons of ren may depart from /i. We can
cite three such possibilities. The first is simply that even masters err occasionally;
even master basketball players like Michael Jordan are called for committing a foul.
The second possibility lies in the need to suspend /i in exceptional circumstances.
For Confucius, the concept of yi  plays a crucial role in the dynamic relation be-
tween [i and ren. Yi means what is morally right and appropriate. Under certain cir-
cumstances, yi may require us to suspend /i in order to be ren. In the Mencius there
is a discussion of what a man should do if his sister-in-law is drowning. Mencius says
that although according to /i there should be no physical contact between him and
his sister-in-law, he still should give his hand to save her life (4A.17). This is of course
different from holding her hand in normal circumstances. Just as the master of a lan-
guage knows when to trump grammar in order to achieve extraordinary effects in the
use of language, a person of ren knows when to trump /i for the sake of yi. The third
possibility is to take the lead in revising the existing rules of /i. Any change of gram-
mar at the beginning is necessarily a kind of violation of existing grammatical rules,
but this is necessary for the evolution of grammar. For these reasons, the master of a
culture can occasionally depart from an existing /i without becoming un-ren.

My interpretation is different from Kwong-loi Shun’s in two ways. First, | reject
his constitution thesis and leave some distance between /i and ren. In my analogy,
merely following grammar does not constitute mastering a language, whereas in
Shun’s analogy, performing a wedding ritual constitutes getting married. Second,
the focus of my analogy is not on using a particular linguistic expression and grasp-
ing a particular concept, as Shun does; | take a more holistic approach. | do so be-
cause | believe that, in studying the relation between /i and ren, Ii or the perfor-
mance of /i is best seen not as particular rules or actions but as a system of rules or
actions,?® and that ren is best understood not as particular good actions but as an
achieved capacity or superior personhood realized in a cultural context.

My “Ii as cultural grammar” account is also different from the definitionalist in-
terpretation. In my account, ren is not defined by /i. My account may be character-
ized as a kind of instrumentalism broadly construed; it is different from the kind of
instrumentalism characterized by Shun, in which ren, as a mere state of mind, can
exist independently of the existence of /i and is intelligible independently of /i (Shun
2002, p. 57). My interpretation accommodates three observations of the relation be-
tween /i and ren that Shun addresses, namely that the observance of /i can be seen as
a means to cultivate and express ren (Shun’s observation A), that certain revisions of
an actually existing rule of /i can be justified (Shun’s observation B), and that a gen-
eral conservative attitude toward the existing practice of /i can be supported (Shun’s
observation D). My reading of 12.1 explains away the problem of Shun’s observation
C. In my account, ren is not constituted by /i. While /i is a necessary condition for
the attainment of ren—in the sense that /i is one of the key elements that constitute
the venue (i.e., culture) for ren and is the means to achieve and manifest ren—it is
not a sufficient condition, even within a particular culture as Shun maintains. In my
account, ren cannot exist independently of /i, nor can one obtain ren without /i,
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because /i is embedded in the culture of which the person of ren acquires mastery.
In other words, without /i there can be no culture for the person of ren to master.

Notes

I would like to thank Kwong-loi Shun for his encouragement at the early stage of the
writing of this essay. This essay was presented as a paper at an ISCP group meeting
session at the American Philosophy Association Central Division in Chicago, April
22-24, 2004; at the ninth East-West Philosophers’ Conference in Honolulu, May
29-June 10, 2005; and at the Chinese University of Hong Kong on March 6, 2006.
I would like to thank the audiences on these occasions, in particular Yang Xiaomei
and Fang Xudong for their critiques and comments. Henry Rosemont, Jr., P. J. Ivan-
hoe, and my colleague Raeburne Heimbeck read previous versions and provided
detailed, insightful, and invaluable comments. Many of their suggestions have been
incorporated into the final version. To them | am deeply indebted. Revisions of this
paper took place while | was a Senior Visiting Research Fellow (2005-2006) at the
Governance in Asia Research Centre of the City University of Hong Kong, and |
hereby gratefully acknowledge the Centre’s generous support.

1 — Consequently, later Confucians have gone on different paths. For a recent ac-
count of ren-centered Confucians and li-centered Confucians in history, see
Yan 2002.

2 — A possible objection to the attempt of this essay is that the text of the Analects
may itself be inconsistent on the relation between /i and ren. Kwong-loi Shun
has addressed this issue well in his article (2002, pp. 55-56). | agree with him
that while we cannot rule out the possibility of original textual inconsistency
we should at least try to read the text in a coherent manner, on the basis of
the principle of charity if on nothing else. | would like to add that if such
attempts cannot be taken as a reduction to Confucius’ own thought, they at
least can be seen as reconstructions that may help us understand Confucian-
ism.

3 — As two key concepts, /i and ren are undoubtedly related to other concepts in
Confucius. A more comprehensive study of their relation will require investigat-
ing other concepts. David Hall and Roger Ames, for example, explicate /i and
ren along with yi % in a kind of triadic relation (Hall and Ames 1987). | will
focus on the relation between Ii and ren first, and will come back to their rela-
tion to yi later.

4 — These two interpretations are not intended as an exhaustive classification of
interpretations found in the literature (Shun 2002, p. 58). Among scholars who
hold a view close to the instrumentalist, Shun mentions Xu Fuguan and Lin Yu-
sheng; among scholars who hold a view close to the definitionalist, he
mentions Zhao Jibin and Cai Shangsi. Shun also points out that there are other
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interpretations. | believe that Shun has identified two interpretations most rep-
resentative of the mainstream scholarship on the Analects.

Although 3.3 and 5.18 do not directly say that /i is instrumental to ren, Shun
makes a good case that, along with 4.13 and 2.3, the instrumentalist can inter-
pret 3.3 and 5.18 as suggesting so (Shun 2002, p. 59). Unless otherwise indi-
cated, quotations of Confucius in the essay are from the Analects, and the trans-
lations are mine. Hereafter | will only indicate section numbers as in the
Analects.

One could fake a wedding ceremony without getting married. But that is not
the issue we are concerned with here.

7 — Jing % is often translated as “reverence.” This is appropriate on many occa-

10 -

11 — Jun zi &7 has been translated as “gentleman,

12 -

sions. Sometimes, however, “reverence” is too strong to render jing. For exam-
ple, in Analects 11.14, men ren bu jing Zi Lu F A4 1% should probably be
rendered as “The doorman did not respect Zi Lu” rather than “The doorman
did not revere Zi Lu.” Gong #% can also mean “respect,” but is not as strong a
word as jing.

The word zhuang here describes /i iz, which is about presenting oneself in
front of people (i » FEth; :EEGEM), as interpreted by Zhu Xi %kZE (1130-
1200) in his classic Commentary on the Analects.

In his article Shun frequently uses the expression “revision or departure” from a
rule of /i. “Departure” is ambiguous. It can mean the revision of a rule of /i as
well as the failure to follow a rule of /i (without coming up with a revised rule).
While Shun’s own interpretation can account for the revision of a rule of /i it
does not account for the failure by a person of ren to follow a rule of Ii.

Proponents of this interpretation can cite for support the “Shao Gong” # /2
chapter 12 of the Zuo zhuan 7:{#, which quotes Confucius as saying “the
ancients had held that ke ji fu li is ren” (5t EFETCEE{-H), where the
word wei is left out. This interpretation, however, is not without disputers.
The Annotations and Commentaries of the Chun Qiu Zuo Zhuan #RE &
Fi in book 45 cites the Song scholar Hu Zhi Tang #i%% as contending that
“the master takes ke ji fu li to wei ren, not that ke ji fu li is ren” (K5 Dl 18
B IERR R EAN ).

2w

superior person,” and “exem-
plary person.” In the Analects it appears to denote a person of good moral
quality, even though such a person has not achieved the status of a person of
ren.

Similar uses of wei are also present in other classic Confucian texts in ancient
times. In the Yijing 54%, for example, the chapter “Jing” }: states: “The well
water is cleaned but not used; it causes sorrow in my heart” (Jing xie bu shi,
wei wo xin ce HHERE » ABLLH). In his classic Yijing Commentary, the
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13 -

14 -

15 -

16 —

Tang scholar Kong Yingda (fL#%E) (574-648) writes, ' Wei’ means ‘cause’”
(Wei, you shi ye % » R{#1).

Reading two meanings into wei ren can be traced back to Zhu Xi, who inter-
preted the two occurrences of wei ren in 12.1 to mean “is ren” and “practicing
ren,” respectively (see chapter 41 of the Zhu Zi yu lei %k¥-3E48). Zhu's reading
was later severely criticized by the Japanese Confucian scholar Ogya Sorai 3k
AE1HPE (1666—1728), who insisted on the one meaning of wei ren in section
12.1 and argued that “wei ren means practicing the philosophy of settling the
people. It does not say that ke ji fu liis ren” (&{"% » {TZRZEMH  JEHERC
18181~ 4) (quoted in Zhang 2004, p. 187). Ogyu Sorai’s interpretation is con-
sistent with that of the Cheng brothers’ (f2[iF - f£5§) interpretation of wei ren in
Analects 1.2. The Cheng brothers differentiated between “the root of wei ren”
and “the root of ren,” and consequently between weij ren and ren. In 1.2, Con-
fucius says “filial piety and brotherly love are the root of wei ren” (Z %
H A {2 AEd). The Cheng brothers comment: “it says that filial piety and broth-
erly love are the root of wei ren, not the root of ren” (FA&{=Z 7 » JE{-Z AR )
(Zf££ [Collected works of the Cheng brothers], vol. 1, chap. 11). For them,
wei ren here means “to practice ren” (7{=), not “to be ren” (E[I{=).

I do not intend to get into the enormous literature on linguistic theories of gram-
mar. Instead, | will stay with the traditional and commonsense understanding of
grammar as we commonly know it. Roger Ames and David Hall have called /i
¥ “social grammar”: “Li are a social grammar that provides each member with
a defined place and status within the family, community, and polity” (Ames
and Hall 2001, p. 70). I use “cultural grammar” to emphasize that /i is an ac-
complished form in which life expresses itself, as Confucius evidently considers
li to be a hallmark of civilization. Early Confucians presumably did not think
that “barbarian societies” had /i, even though these societies had their own so-
cial rules. I also want to suggest that /i is a cultural phenomenon and is culture-
specific, even though early Confucians may not have thought this way. The
same society may have two cultures; there may be two sets of /i, namely two
forms of life with different grammars. Another difference between me and
Ames and Hall is that while they emphasize the social-ontological dimension
of /i, namely the function of /i in assigning people appropriate places in society,
| emphasize the performing dimension of /i, namely the function of /i in guiding
people’s actions. The two dimensions are, of course, related.

For a discussion of these concepts of grammar, see Williams 1998, pp. 122—
129.

If Chomsky’s theory of “universal grammar” is correct, it raises an interesting
question for us: is it possible that underneath the surface differences between
rules of /i in different cultures there is at a deeper level a universal structure of
li, as underneath the surface of different grammars there is at a deeper level a
universal grammar? | leave the question open in this essay.

Philosophy East & West



17 -

18 —

19 -

20 -
21 -

22 -

23 -

24 -
25 —

My approach is different from that of Roger Ames, who emphasizes the partic-
ularity and uniqueness of /i actions (Ames 2002). Also see Hall and Ames 1987,
p. 97.

aaaaa

a similar quote directly from Confucius, but the word used there is zhi %
(know) rather than xue £ (learn). Some commentators have interpreted /i here
as referring to the Li ji (Book of rites). In 20.3 it is suggested otherwise because
there the sentence parallels bu zhi ming 4145, namely not knowing the ming
(destiny). Even if the word refers to the Li ji, it does not jeopardize my interpre-
tation of the relation between /i and ren, because the Li ji is all about /i.

For example, in the “Tan Gong Xia” #& 5 T chapter of the Li ji, sections 39 and
45; in the Zen Zi wen % 71, section 18; and in numerous chapters of the Zuo
zhuan, the Yin Gong Year One [&/A 5t4, the Yin Gong Year Five &\ F.4E, and
the Yin Gong Year Eight B\ )\ 4.

This expression may be traceable to Analects 17.21.

Confucius’ own attitude toward the change of /i may be too conservative to suit
our modern taste. There is, however, a resource in the Confucian tradition for a
more liberal position. For instance, the “Li Qi” 2§ chapter of the Li ji states:
“as for i, timing is the more important” (¥ » K %K), suggesting that /i has to
adjust to specific situations.

This passage can also be interpreted as saying that a person of ren will come to
the front in a difficult situation and stay behind when claiming credit.

In most places in the Analects Confucius indicates that ren is an achieved ca-
pacity that requires considerable effort. The only seeming exception is in 7.30,
where Confucius says that ren is not far away: “Is ren far away? If | desire ren,
ren is right here” ({Ziz-F&; ? FA~ » Hi{=ZF %). Commentators on the Confu-
cian classics, including such ancient authorities as He Yan fi/& and Xing Bing
8=, have interpreted ren here as ren dao {3, namely the “way of ren” or the
“way to become ren.” This is similar to Confucius’ saying that he has not seen
anyone who lacks the capacity to learn to become ren (¥ &I~ E#&) (4.6). It
is also possible that here Confucius uses ren to mean the capacity of compas-
sion or benevolence, as later expounded by Mencius. Another fact about Con-
fucius’ use of ren is that while being ren is a standard so high that few people
can reach it, being un-ren (°{=) is a very harsh criticism that few people would
accept. Therefore, we should not equate not being “a person of ren” ({ZA)
with being “a person of un-ren” (f~{Z2Z2 \).

Tu 1985, p. 87.

Mastery of a language is more than mere linguistic competence. Linguistic
competence is the systematically internalized knowledge of a language,
including speaking, understanding, reading, and writing. While the knowledge
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of grammar (syntax) is essential to linguistic competence, it contributes to but
does not constitute mastery of language.

26 — Here | disagree with Tu Wei-ming, who holds that ren “is not caused by the
mechanism of /i from outside” (Tu 1979b, p. 9).

27 — A person who is highly competent in a language can speak fluently without
being conscious of grammar, too, but may be less so when writing. It can be
argued that, in this regard, the difference between a person of high competence
and a master is a matter of degree.

28 — Li Zehou recently interpreted /i as li zhi ##l], namely a system of /i (Li Zehou
2004, p. 11).
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