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In this paper the ways in which contemporary Confucian thinker Xu Fuguan (&
1875 1904-1982) understands the conceptual relationship between Confucian ethics
and democracy are explained and evaluated. As he sees it, democracy is a desirable
means to realize the Confucian political ideal. Regarding his philosophical theorizing,
however, there is doubt as to whether his scheme of adopting democracy is
Confucian: not because it suggests democratic means to realizing Confucian ends,
but that by following his scheme, the Confucian goal of moral cultivation, or the
individual pursuit of moral perfection, does not seem to have a role to play. If so,
despite alleging to serve a Confucian purpose through governance-by-virtue, his
entire scheme falls short of Confucianism.

In the first half of this paper, Xu’s understanding of the Confucian political ideal
will be analyzed, which includes what he means by governance-by-virtue ({#;5), and
how it takes effect. To realize governance-by-virtue, a good ruler needs to achieve
wu-wei (f}%), which means basically that he should see his people’s favor and
disfavor (#F5£) as his own, rather than impose his moral views and requirements
upon his people. In the second half of the paper, his main argument will be discussed,
namely that his conception of the Confucian political ideal should be realized by
means of democratic political institutions, since democracy can institutionalize and
thereby objectify (% #11{L) the ruler’s virtue. It is argued that although
democratization can reasonably situate the people as the principal part of the state;
it is not able to objectify the ruler’s virtue as such, not only because virtues that
sprung from the moral heart-mind cannot be institutionalized, but also that

democratic institutions cannot ethically transform people in the way a sage does.

Governance-by-virtue

To begin, Xu Fuguan regards Confucian political thought as an ideology of
governance-by-virtue (fZ;4) with reference to its highest moral pursuit.® Since
Confucius regarded the governance of Yao (2%) and Shun (%) as the best typical
cases of governance-by-virtue, Xu identifies it as the Confucian political ideal.? (Xu,
1979:95) “The political thought of Confucius as well as Confucianism in general is

linked throughout by the concept of governance-by-virtue.”® (Xu, 1979:99)
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Xu Fuguan maintains that the operation of governance-by-virtue all depends on
the ruler who first exerts his own virtue, so that the ruled, by his moral affection, will
thereby exert their own virtue.

“Being the ruler, a king is also human, who is but expected to

shoulder greater responsibility; hence the king should

accomplish his own virtue, so that he can firstly stand up like a

person...” (Xu, 1979:99) *

“The ruler should firstly exert his own virtues therefore

making everyone exert their inherent virtues. The relationship

between the ruler and the ruled is one that they both get

along with one another by virtue, instead of one in which both

impose and coerce one another by power”> (Xu, 1985:49)
According to Xu, Confucian ideal governance will be achieved when everyone follows
the ruler and hence is able to exert their virtues. “Governance-by-virtue is the
governance under which everyone is to be led by their human nature”® (Xu,
1985:50) Stressing the exertion of everyone’s virtues marks the characteristics of this
governance. The success of this system, Xu explains, enables the nourishment of the
life of the people and the accomplishment of their nature as “the acme of politics.”’
(Xu, 1985:49)

The Enactment of Governance-by-virtue

One important question here is whether Xu thinks that the ruler should impose
that which is morally required of him upon the ruled. One criticism against
governance-by-virtue, according to Stephen Angle on the thought of Mou Zongsan, is
“politics being ‘swallowed’ by morality”® (Mou, 2003b:140), in which “leaders who
believed in their own virtue sometimes sought to impose their own vision of morality
on the realm, with bloody consequences.” (Angle, 2012:24) There is concern over
whether ‘rule of virtue’ (&FELLA{E), as Xu understands it, could result in “politics
being ‘swallowed’ by morality”.

Xu Fuguan does not fall into this ‘trap’, which he alleges belongs to Plato’s
scheme of the “philosopher-king”.® (Xu, 1985:169) He uses a discussion from The
Analects™®, “if the people have no faith in their rulers, there is no standing for the
state” (ES4HE(=R17) to illustrate his position on the virtue of the ruler. He disagrees
with Zhu Xi’s interpretation of the text, in which Zhu states “The people will definitely
die without food, whereas death is what no man can avoid; without faith, then even
a person is alive there is no way that he can stand... So the ruler should even die in
order not to break faith with the people, so that the people would also die in order
not to break faith with me.”** (zhu Xi, Lunyu jizhu. Xu, 1979:189; my emphasis)
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Xu maintains that the moral requirement of “cultivating oneself” ({Z) should

not be taken as the same as that in “governing others” (;& A\), because

If using the standard of cultivating oneself in governing others,

as in the case of what Zhu Xi and his fellows think, then it will

necessarily evolve into the case in which the Communist Party

requires the people to die for their ism, which will become a

tragedy of the killing by a thought. On the other hand, if using

the standard of governing others in cultivating oneself, then one

will misconceive that the essence of Confucianism merely rests

upon the natural life of the human, whilst the effort of

cultivating oneself in order to ‘establishing the ultimate of a

person’ in Confucianism will be entirely ignored.* (Xu,

1979:199)
On the contrary, as Xu sees it, in the Confucian tradition, although ‘cultivating oneself’
and ‘governing others’ commonly refer to the exertion of one’s moral heart-mind,
their moral requirements are quite different. Whereas ‘cultivating oneself’ requires
the agent to improve oneself in terms of his virtue, ‘governing others’ regards the
requirements of the natural life of the people as the top priority, whilst the pursuit of
moral perfection only comes as the second.™ (Xu, 1979:191,197)

The clear distinction between ‘cultivating oneself’ and ‘governing others’ in
terms of their individual moral requirement is crucial to understanding the “virtue of
the ruler”. The ruler has, among others, two identities: a moral agent and a ruler; his
virtue, thus, consists of both ‘cultivating oneself’ and ‘governing others’. (Xu,
1979:106) ‘Cultivating oneself’ simply refers to the pursuit of moral perfection, or
‘establishing the ultimate of a person’ (I7_Affk). As such, “cultivating oneself and
thereby brings peace and security to the people” ({22 LAZFEH ) (The Analects,
14.42) means that a ruler first exerts his own virtue upon himself, so that the ruled,
by his moral affection, will follow his lead and thereby exert their virtue. The
self-imposing moral requirement is expected to become higher and higher in the
course of pursuing moral perfection; but the ever-higher moral requirement should
only target the ruler himself and not the ruled. The ruled that would exert their
virtue are only morally affected by the ruler’s demonstration of his virtue, but not

politically instructed or even coerced to follow his moral guidance.

Wu-wei (f£5) as Virtue of the Ruler
‘Governing others’ (J& A\) is far more complicated and may sometimes be

confusing, despite Xu's repeated clarification. The above discussion has shown that

governance-by-virtue does not mean that the ruler imposes his own moral insight
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upon the ruled. Additionally, according to Xu, governance-by-virtue relates closely to
the idea of wu-wei (4 /5), “Governance-by-virtue equals to (B[J5Z) governance of
wu-wei”** (Xu, 1979:96) At first glance, the idea is difficult to follow, because the
above discussion has also shown that ‘governing others’ regards the requirements of
the natural life of the people as the top priority, whilst its fulfilment entails active
policy-making in the protection of the people’s welfare.™ Yet wu-wei literally means
“non-action”, “effortless action”, or “inactivity”.’® By examining the interpretations
of this term by Bao Xian’s (&iJ8 6 B.C.E.- 65 C.E.), He Yan’s ({a]%&: 190- 249), Cheng
(F2F)Y Fan Zuyu (SE1EE), and Zhuxi (452 1130-1200), Xu opines that wu-wei
does not mean that the ruler should simply do nothing®® (Xu, 1979:96,105), but
rather is the desirable effect that governance-by-virtue may bring.*® (Xu, 1979:102)

So what exactly should or should not the ruler do? Xu suggests that ‘cultivating
oneself’ requires the ruler not to possess his own favour and disfavour, whilst
‘governing others’ requires him to identify the people’s favour and disfavour as his
own. He believes that when, and only when, both of these are achieved, the effect of
wu-wei will take place, ® (Xu, 1979:204) and the political ideal of
governance-by-virtue will be accomplished. In other words, “wu-wei” equals to not
possessing any favour and disfavour of one’s own; this is the “cultivating oneself”
characteristic of the ruler and requires that the ruler have no regard of his own
desires and comforts, but should rather take on the needs of his people as his own.?*
(Xu, 1979:204)

So far, the above has addressed how Xu Fuguan understands the Confucian
political ideal, how the manifestation of this ideal depends on the virtue of the ruler,
and what such virtue, namely wu-wei, means. The next question is about the
justification of the virtue of the ruler, which looks into the reason behind the ruler’s
self-negating actions. First, Xu argues that, according to the Confucian political ideal,
the “origin of power” (f#]5), which stands for political authority, should rest upon
the people, which means that the people possess “political subjectivity” (EUE T fe
). (Xu, 1979:218) Second, historically, the political authority had always rested
upon the ruler only; the ruler had been the only one who possessed political
subjectivity. (Xu, 1979:218) Third, against the background of absolute monarchy, the
Confucians reason that the “origin of power” should be restored from the ruler to
the people, which is followed by a dual demand on the ruler, namely the
replacement of his own favour and disfavour with the people’s (Xu, 1979:219). Only
when the “origin of power” is restored to the people, can the ruler be wu-wei and

governance-by-virtue be accomplished.
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Reasons for Democratic Institutions

Keeping the Confucian political ideal of governance-by-virtue in mind, Xu argues
that not only has it never taken place, traditional absolute monarchy also
theoretically hampers the accomplishment of the ideal; in the light of the drawbacks
of the monarchical rule, he suggests that a democratic institution is the way forward.

More importantly, the whole idea of governance-by-virtue relies too heavily on
the part of the ruler. (Xu, 1985:54-55)* The problem with the reliance on the
single-handed expression of virtue by the ruler is either that the ruler needs to
shoulder an extremely heavy moral responsibility that no ruler could bear (Xu,
1985:56), or that, when the ruler fails to express his virtue, the ideal of
governance-by-virtue will then be nullified. What is equally problematic is the very
political system in which the political subjectivity of the people is simply unavailable.
Since the traditional political system only embodies the political subjectivity of the
ruler, Xu thinks that it results in the ruler “imagining himself as the sole political
subject (such as “L'etat c'est moi”), so that his unlimited moral responsibility may
easily convert to unlimited want in political domination of power”* (Xu, 1985:58)
Xu asserts that this takes place easily, because “a person does not only have a
rational facet in terms of self-restraint and self-control, there is also another
beast-like facet in terms of ‘the arousal of passions’”?* (Xu, 1985:57) A person who is
in power is highly vulnerable to the temptation to take over people’s political
subjectivity.

One way or another, Xu argues that the lack of establishing people’s subjectivity
in absolute monarchy fundamentally attributes to the failure of achieving
governance-by-virtue. In order to get rid of the inherent institutional constraints of
absolute monarchy, Xu puts forward his scheme of democratization as the means to
achieve the Confucian political ideal. There are two supporting reasons for his
scheme: the first is the establishment of the people’s political subjectivity and the
second is the institutionalization, and hence objectification (Z#i{L), of the moral
requirements of the virtue of the ruler. Despite making sense, Xu’s second argument
may be subject to an important critique, namely that his scheme of institutionalizing
the virtue of the ruler in effect supersedes the role of moral cultivation in Confucian
political ethics.

The first reason seems uncontroversial: Xu makes it clear that his introduction of
democratic institutions is for the establishment of the people’s political subjectivity.

Now we should boldly take steps to the open and straight
path of democratic politics: Reverse the emphasis of
Confucian political thought, which means to re-examine the

entire thought itself from the position of the ruled. The
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subject in politics should firstly be transferred from the

mistaken position of the ruler to the people; the people

should be able to prevent the ruler from being morally bad,

whilst the people will no longer be those as in the ruler’s

concept of “people-as-basis”, and become democratic as

they can stand on their own feet.?> (Xu, 1985:59)
In Xu’s view, which understands democracy as a means to the accomplishment of
governance-by-virtue, democracy institutionalizes the political subjectivity of the
people by the protection of human rights, as well as the establishment of a
constitutional government. The establishment of the political subjectivity of the
people is founded upon both the natural life of the people ( A & H ZA4:1p) and their
favor and disfavor ( A &7 #F52), whilst the former is the necessary requirement and
the latter is sufficient. As Xu understands it, the Confucian conception of
“governing-others” (;& A\), which obliges the ruler to prioritize the requirements of
the natural life of the people (A EEH A4 A2 35K), acknowledges “the rationale
behind ‘natural rights’”?® (Xu, 1979:192) He insists that “only when the notion of
natural rights is affirmed, human rights can thus be irrevocable, whilst the natural life
of the people can be genuinely protected.”?’ (Xu, 1979:192) Although Xu does not
really ascertain how natural rights can be justified in Confucian terms, his idea can be
well understood merely as an acknowledgement of the instrumental value of human
rights, without which the natural life of the people is never secure. Of course, mere
protection of the basic wellbeing of the people is not equivalent to an affirmation of
their political subjectivity, because their favour and disfavour is not ensured. Xu’s
additional suggestion is a constitutional government, which stipulates that the
“origin of power” belongs to the people, not the ruler. (Xu, 1979:241) According to
Xu, democracy institutionalizes the establishment of the political subjectivity of the
people by enshrining human rights and maintaining a limited government. It can,
thus, settle the problem of “dual subjectivity” as in the case of absolute monarchy.
(Xu, 1979:241)

The second supporting reason for the democratization scheme s
institutionalization, and hence objectification (Z#i{L), of the virtue of the ruler.
According to Xu,

The virtue of the ruler, in terms of being not self-opinionated,
able to correct, and able to take advice, is all objectified as
objective institutions such as congressional politics, and
freedom of assembly as well as expression, etc...A political
leader cannot refuse to do what a sage is required to do,

although he is not really a sage..As a result, the Chinese
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people of sage-and-wise who have been striving

everlastingly yet painfully for a sage-king as well as the way

of good governance would find that their requests have

become regularized and normalized in a democracy

nowadays.?® (Xu, 1979:241-242)
In the light of the drawbacks of monarchical rule, which enables the ruler to be
almighty, yet simultaneously places over-demanding expectations on his moral
quality, Xu realizes that expecting the person in power to be sagely is simply
unrealistic. This explains why he thinks democratic institutions are desirable, as long
as they can “regularize and normalize” and even stabilize the expected performance
of a virtuous ruler.

There are two problems with this objectification argument. Virtue cannot easily
be institutionalized or objectified. Without explaining how this is possible, Xu only
insists that “to objectify virtue in politics by means of crystalizing it as institutions
that everyone can practice” is “reasonable, natural and easy, without being
farfetched.”® (Xu, 1979:242) However, it is doubtful whether this can really be done.
According to Xu, the essence of Confucian ethics is two-fold: one is the theory of an
inborn human nature that is good, which differentiates humans from beasts; the
other is the externalization of morality that is internal to oneself, so that a ‘ren’
relationship is formed between human and human, as well as between humans and
things.>® (Xu, 1979:59-60) Recalling Xu’s understanding of governance-by-virtue, it
all depends on the ruler, who first exerts his own virtue in his position, so that the
ruled, by his moral affection, will follow and thereby exert their own virtue. This
means that the ruled are morally affected by the very behavior of the ruler. As for
‘rule of virtue’ (&FELLA{E), it means that “the ruler puts into practice his normative
behavior that is consistent from within and without in the field of politics.” (Xu,
1979:96) To be filial to one’s parents, for example, refers to how moral heart-mind
expresses love, respect and gratitude towards parents; and all these expressions can
never come from rules or policies. Confucius has made a point in The Analects 2.7
and 2.8 that, providing the parents with mere material support, like offering wine
and food, does not constitute filial piety. A policy can at best require a person to
perform the manifestations of filial behavior; but since taking the very actions can be
out of reasons other than moral ones, such performance may be irrelevant and thus
is not equal to an expression of the virtue of filial piety.>! In this regard, what can be
institutionalized and objectified is the expected behavior of a ruler, not his virtue.
Therefore, sticking to Xu’s own understanding of Confucian ethics and
governance-by-virtue, then either there is no moral affection from democratic

institutions or people may learn and internalize the norms underlying democratic
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institutions, but these are not necessarily virtues. One way or another, the argument
that virtue can be institutionalized is not as ‘reasonable, natural, and easy’ as Xu says.
This is not to deny that elected officials and representatives may still practise
traditional virtue, as they may exert their moral heart-mind by wholeheartedly
endorsing and following democratic rules and norms. An elected minister can, and
normatively should, maintain integrity, be accountable, protect the minority, and
defend the wellbeing of the people in her job position. Such a moral requirement is
not only consistent with democratic norms, but is also expected according to the
Confucian moral heart-mind. In any case, however, this is not the same as what Xu
had attempted to say, which was that democratic governments institutionalize, and
thereby objectify, Confucian virtues.

The second problem might seem as paradoxical as the first. Assuming that
democratic institutions can somehow institutionalize and objectify virtue, then the
Confucian assertion of moral cultivation and moral transformation may be rendered
unnecessary. When Xu says that in a democracy, “a political leader cannot refuse to
do what a sage is required to do, although he is not really a sage,” it suggests, on the
one hand, that institutions that can defend ‘what a sage is required to do’ are more
reliable than expecting a ruler to be morally inspired to do good; on the other hand,
it also implies that a political leader does not need to be morally inspired, because,
as Xu’s argument goes, institutions that can objectify virtue can substitute for a sage.
Here it is crucial not to forget what a sage-ruler should do in his position: to make
good policies by which the wellbeing of the people is properly taken care of, and to
ethically transform the people. Granted that democratic institutions can help achieve
the former, it is unknown how they can achieve the latter, especially in a democracy
politicians are not required to be sagely. Perhaps Xu needs to admit that democratic
institutions cannot fully replace what Confucian ideal governance requires; some
kind of moral edification, which goes beyond the scope of democratic political
institutions, is needed.

To summarize, Xu’s whole line of argument for justifying democratic institutions
may at best help realize part of the Confucian political ideal, which sees democratic
political institutions as a better means than absolute monarchy in identifying the
people as the principal part of the under-Heaven. The institutions of ‘congressional
politics, and freedom of assembly, as well as expression’ may function and thereby
take the place of the expression of the ruler’s virtue in terms of ‘being not
self-opinionated, able to correct, and able to take advice’. But the Confucian political
ideal of governance-by-virtue means more than this, since it also envisions the moral
transformation of the people in the under-Heaven; it seems that Xu is lacking an

explanation of how the latter can be achieved by democratic institutions alone.
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Conclusion

Based upon the Confucian premises of developing one’s inborn moral
heart-mind and morally affecting others, Xu Fuguan develops his conception of
governance-by-virtue along with the assertion of the mesh of ethics and politics,
which means that the Confucian political ideal requires the ruler to exert virtue in his
political position. Xu maintains that a Confucian ruler is obliged to “cultivate oneself”
and “govern others”. By “cultivating oneself”, he means that every individual should
improve and spread his own virtue. In addition, he should never impose his own
favour and disfavour in governance. By “governing others”, whilst it is necessary for
the ruler to ensure the natural life of the ruled, it is sufficient to identify the people’s
favor and disfavor (or needs) as his own. As a ruler is cultivating himself and
governing others, he may actually best rule when he is active and proactive in his
political office. By simultaneously fulfilling both, he will bring the wu-wei into effect,
and governance-by-virtue will be thus accomplished.

Xu regards the traditional form of government, namely absolute monarchy, to
be defective in accomplishing the Confucian political ideal, because of the “problem
of dual subjectivity”. He therefore envisions the accomplishment of the Confucian
political ideal by another political system, new in Chinese political history:
democratic politics. In this regard, Xu clearly sees democracy as a means to the
Confucian political end. By enshrining basic rights and liberties, as well as setting up a
limited government, Xu believes that all these will help in retrieving the idea that let
the people be the principal discerning members, and thereby demanding that the
ruler perform and be wu-wei. His argument, however, is not without problems.
Despite the emphasis of the wellbeing of the people in governance, the idea of
objectifying the virtue of the ruler remains doubtful, because the Confucian moral
transformation, which depends on moral exertion and affection of a moral agent, is
not properly dealt with in Xu’s democratization scheme. In this regard, the Confucian
ideal governance, namely governance-by-virtue, is not likely to ever be fully realized
by this scheme. The main problem with Xu’s whole argument lies in his wish to justify
democratic political institutions directly in Confucian terms. Xu wants to ascertain
the possibility of embodying Confucian virtues in the political institutions by

institutionalizing and, thereby, objectifying those virtues.
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> For example, according to Article 18 of Law of the People's Republic of China on Protection of the
Rights and Interests of the Elderly, “Family members who live separately from the elderly should visit
them often.” (BEFE AN DBHE(ERIRIEN R » EELEBEZNERMEEF A ) Retrieving on 1
August 2014, the full text of the Law, in Chinese, can be download at:

http://iso.hrichina.org/en/law/law-peoples-republic-china-protection-rights-and-interests-elderly.

It is clear that according to this law, children are legally obliged to pay visits to the elderly. But in the
case that children visit their parents because of a legal obligation, then such visits are not an

expression of the virtue of filial piety. They behave because of a legal reason, not a moral reason.
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