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One: 
 

We Are in a 
Predicament 
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The world is beset by climate change, by extreme 
weather events, by gross income inequities, by 
food and water shortages, by environmental 
degradation, by looming pandemics, by energy 
shortage, by international terrorism, by nuclear 
proliferation, by consumer waste, and by growing 
legions of the hopeless poor. Perhaps the most 
disturbing element in the overall picture is the 
nearly vertical trajectory in the galloping pace of 
precipitous change as it approaches a tipping 
point that takes us past any possibility of return. 



 
 
 
 

 
 

We don’t call 
them problems – 

they are 
predicament! 

4 



5 

For “predicament,” it means: first, there is an 
organic relationship that obtains among this set of 

pressing problems, rendering them zero-sum—all or 
nothing, and we cannot solve one of the problem 
without solving all of them since these problems are 
all interrelated; secondly, this predicament does not 

recognize or respect national or social boundaries – 
crises such as pandemics and global warming have a 
global reach and affect everyone regardless of 
nationality or status; thirdly, of course, the problems 

cannot be addressed and solved seriatim by individual 
players, but rather can only be engaged wholesale by 
a world community acting in concert. 



 
 
 
 

Two: 
 

What Is the 
Source of This 
Predicament? 
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The problems that we are facing constitute a largely 
human-precipitated predicament. Human beings are 
culpable and fundamentally responsible – on these 
problems is the human footprint and most of the problems 
are human-related. The conditions that are defining of this 
galloping predicament are such that human beings and our 
way of being in the world are complicit in some immediate 
way for the malaise. It is against that background that a 
distinction between finite and infinite games that an 
American philosopher whose name is James Carse provides 
us with might be a useful distinction between finite and 
infinite games in beginning to think about how human 
intentions, values and practices are implicated in all the 
pressing problems that require us to call them a 
predicament.. 
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For Carse in formulating this 
distinction, “games” is an analogy for 
the human experience broadly. The focus 
of finite games is on the agency of single 
actors who engage in a game played 
according to a finite set of rules that in a 
finite time guarantees a resolution—that 
is, a winner and a loser. Finite games thus 

have a finite beginning and end, and are 
played to win.  
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That is the way we tend to see competition in the world; 
that is the legacy of individualism. The pervasiveness of 
what has become an ideology of individualism and the 
liberal values that attend it makes finite games a familiar 
model of the way in which we are inclined to think about 
our daily transactions as particular persons, as corporations, 
and as sovereign states, where such finite games seem 
relevant to most human activities that entail competition 
such as sports, business, education, foreign affairs, and so 
on. Finite games render human interactions a “war of 
each against all” rather than being grounded in 
deferential relations within interdependent contexts.  
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“Too many of us think we can fight our way to what we 
want. We don't stop to think about the overall damage all 
this squabbling and clawing is doing to what's left of our 
freezing, boiling Earth.” Renowned physicist Stephen 
Hawking probably isn’t wrong as he warns: “Stop being 
so aggressive, humans, or we are finished.” He said that 
human beings continue to be stupidly aggressive — long 
after the evolutionary benefit of that kind of behavior has 
dissipated. “The human failing I would most like to correct 
is aggression,” said Hawking, according to CNET. “It may 
have had survival advantage in caveman days, to get more 
food, territory or partner with whom to reproduce, but now 
it threatens to destroy us all.” Hawking insists that humans 
must change their ways.  

http://www.cnet.com/news/stephen-hawking-humanity-has-to-stop-being-so-aggressive/ 


 
 
 
 

Three: 
 

Stop Being So 
Aggressive! 
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As Ames argues, this increasingly dire situation can 
only be addressed and arrested by effecting a global-
scale radical change in human intentions, values, 
and practices. And to our shame perhaps our best 
hope is it will be necessity itself rather than any 

enlightened awareness on the part of the human 
community that will serve as the imperative for 
change. As a species, we humans now have the 

science to clean the water and produce the food so 
that no child on the planet need go to bed sick or 
hungry. If only we had the social intelligence and the 
political will, we could in our time be embarking upon a 
halcyon epoch of increasing peace and prosperity. 
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“It is no longer the case that there are winners 
or losers; either we are all winners or all losers. 
The ideology of individualism behind finite 
games, even though liberating in the 18th century, 
with the liberal values that attend it has become 
the uncritical model of the way we live, and 
being stupidly aggressive, is the common 
denominator behind the pressing problems of our 
day.  
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We need a revolution in thinking. We must confront 

the predicament and acknowledge the need for a 
profound change in human values, intentions, and 
practices. We need to move precipitously from the 
mentality of single actors and finite games to the 
recognition of the primacy of vital relationality that 
underlies the values of interdependence and 
diversity characteristic of alternatives to finite 
games. In order to do this, we need to address a 

major underlying and entrenched conceptual problem 
that is exacerbating our current malaise.  



 
 
 

Four:  

Does culture—our 
values, intentions, 

and practices 
make  

 a difference? 
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What has run philosophically wrong in the values, 
intentions and practices is due to the simple fact 
that we don’t live as autonomous individuals; rather 

we live in a relational, interdependent way. Simply put, 
the idea of individual autonomy is nothing but a plain 
fallacy. We ought not to be playing to win or lose, but 
in confronting the increasingly complex problems that 
we face, we need to strengthen relationships in order 
to deal with these problems effectively.  
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So we've moved into a world and a different era 
where individualism with its notions of autonomy 
and discreteness is no longer viable. We've moved 

into a period of time where we have to appreciate the 
primacy of relationality. We have to understand 
the primacy of interdependence. This is the 

nature, the ontology in which we live and so we have 
to give up on some of these default positions and we 
have to rethink what it means to be a person. 

Indeed we must think holistically in order to deal with 
these problems. 
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The concept of the autonomous individual that 
underlies modern moral and political philosophy 
has at least two malevolent effects. First, it 
enables libertarian capitalists, growing in their 
numbers in the U.S., Europe, and Asia, to claim 
moral purchase in justifying an unfettered human 
freedom as the basis and ultimate source of 
political justice, and on that basis, to then reject 
any conception of justice that retards such freedom 
as fundamentally immoral. 
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We live associated lives, and are irreducibly 
social not only in the transactions that constitute our 

unique narratives, but in our most basic, role-informed 
sense of personal identity. The omnipresent 
responsibilities of family life not only direct our 
attention to the pressing current and future concerns 
of the day, but they also provide us with a historical 
and narrative sense of where we have come from, 
and in important degree, tell us who we are. 
It is the nature of the pressing predicament, the 
necessity itself that will make the primacy of 
vital relations and holistic thinking important. 



 
 
 
 

Five: 
 

Primacy of  
Discrete Individuals 

vs.  
Primacy of 
Relations? 

20 
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Perhaps one way to think about a new philosophical 
will—a shift to a new set of alternative values, 
intentions and practices—begins from a different 

conception of person. It is here that a default 
individualism can be over come with a new 
conception of what it means to be a person. 

Rather than a discrete individual, a person is a 
narrative, is a story, is an event; a person is a field of 
selves. For the roles and relationships that one lives 
in the world, if he does them all well, he becomes 
distinguished as an individual. 
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Life is simply association, everything we do 

physically socially, culturally is interactive, is 
transactional; nobody, nothing does anything by 
itself. We don’t live our lives inside our skins. 
Association is the nature of human experience, 
and as John Dewey claims, there is no argument. 
That is the way it is. The roles we live as human 
beings are what constitutes our life experience. 



 
 
 
 

Six:  

Autonomous 
Individuality  

Is  
a Fiction 
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There is a default individualism that is appealed to first in 
defining what it means to be a moral person, and thus, for 
this moral person to act justly. This foundational individualism 
with its roots deep in the Western philosophical narrative 
dilutes our sense of moral responsibility by allowing us 
to describe, analyze and evaluate individual persons—
psychologically, politically, and morally—in isolation 
from others. The enlightenment assumption that defines 

persons ideally as free, autonomous, rational, and properly 
self-interested individuals is ubiquitous in much if not most 
of modern Western moral and political philosophy. 
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This putative foundational individual is not only an 
ontological fiction, but moreover, because this individual so 

defined provides the moral and political grounding for a 
libertarian economic system that can no longer be seen to be a 
cure for most of the world’s ills, this fiction has become an 
insidious one. Indeed, it can be fairly argued that it is this 

same libertarian economic system justified as it is by appeal to 
individual liberty and autonomy that, far from being the cure 
for the world’s ills, has come to aggravate and to 
exacerbate the disease itself. 
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Such individualism not only fails to provide us access to a 
sufficiently robust understanding of shared life in family and 
community, but further stands in tension with the empirical 
fact of associated living. Indeed, such a fictive individualism 

ignores the intimacy, mutuality, and particularity that invariably 
defines relations in real families. In failing to accommodate 
family roles lived through richly textured and constantly 
changing patterns of both natural and socially constructed 
differences, abstract individualism itself becomes 
reductive and violent by enforcing conformity at the 

unacceptable expense of excising real diversity and its creative 
possibilities. 
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The notion of the individual so defined thus continues to 
provide a moral basis for a more or less laissez-faire 
global free market capitalist economy that is 
compounding exponentially the gross inequities in human 
well-being within and between modern nation states. And as 

long as the conservatives, liberals, communitarians, and 
socialists alike continue to ground their objections to 
libertarianism in their own version of the same autonomous 
individual, the libertarian will always be able to counter their 
challenges and remain above moral reproach. 
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One more related reason that the concept of the 
autonomous individual is pernicious is its 

pervasiveness in the consciousness of Western intellectuals. 
The foundational individual is entrenched at a depth that 
makes it almost impossible for them to see any 
alternative to an individualism so defined except that of 

a more or less faceless collectivism in a decidedly post-
Marxist era. Indeed, the assumption that the essential 
characteristics and actions of human beings are best 
understood by regarding them as fundamentally free, 
autonomous, and rational individuals has itself become a 
default, uncritical ideology. 



 
 
 
 

Seven:  

Do We Have 
the Cultural 
Resources  

to Make  
a Difference? 

29 
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We need all of the human resources that we can 
muster in order to address the problems that now 

constitute a predicament. We have the science and 
technology, but we don’t have the philosophic and 
political will to make a difference. Where do the cultural 

resources lie? They certainly reside in an important degree 
within the parameters of the Western cultural traditions, but 
there are also resources that are available within the 
Confucian tradition.  
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When we look for the cultural resources necessary and 
available to us, we might anticipate the need for a shift 
in values, intentions, and practices that takes us from 
the preponderance of finite games played among self-
interested, single actors to a pattern of “infinite games” 
played through the strengthening of relationships 

within families, communities, corporations, and polities 
necessary to overcome what are the shared problems of our 
day. 
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For Carse, infinite games are different from those 
finite games. There are no discernible beginnings or 

endings to infinite games. The focus is on strengthening 
relationships rather than competition among single actors, 
and the ultimate goal is simply human flourishing and the 
enjoyment of continuing to play. Further, infinite games are 
played according to rules that can be altered to serve the 
purpose of continuing the game when it appears that 
resolution is a possibility. Simply put, infinite games are 
not played to win or lose.  
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Carse’s distinction between finite and infinite 
games is also useful in beginning to think 
through how Confucian values could make a 

difference in a newly emerging cultural order. 

Where necessity itself has made the holistic 
thinking of infinite games important, Chinese 
philosophy that is grounded in the cosmology of 
the Yijing is fundamentally holistic and has 
immediate relevance in addressing the 

predicament.  



 
 
 
 

Eight:  

Here comes 
China –  
What Is 

Confucianism? 
34 
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The relationship among family members might be a good 
example of the infinite games we play, where a mother 

is resolutely committed to continuing to enhance the 
relationship she has with her son so that together they can 
manage whatever increasingly complex problems their lives 
lived together might present. In the case of infinite games, 
the interdependence of relationships means that the 
success and prosperity of mother and son is coterminous 
and mutually entailing—they either succeed or fail together. 
Infinite games are always win-win or lose-lose. 
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The meaning of the family is implicated in and dependent 
upon the productive cultivation of each of its members, and 
by extension, the meaning of the entire cosmos is 
implicated in and dependent upon the productive 
cultivation of each person within family and 
community. Personal worth is the source of human culture, 

and human culture in turn is the aggregating resource that 
provides a context for each person’s cultivation. While 
certainly having important theoretical implications, the 
enduring power of this Confucian project is that it 
proceeds from a relatively straightforward account 
of the actual human experience.  
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It is a pragmatic naturalism in the sense that, rather 
than relying upon metaphysical presuppositions or 
supernatural speculations, it focuses instead on the 
possibilities for enhancing personal worth 
available to us here and now through 

enchanting the ordinary affairs of the day. A 

grandmother’s love for her grandchild is at once 
the most ordinary of things, and the most 
extraordinary of things. 



38 

The personal model of Confucius that is remembered in the 
Analects does not purport to lay out some generic formula 
by which everyone should live their lives. Rather, the text 
recalls the narrative of one special person: How he in 
his relations with others cultivated his humanity, and 

how he lived a fulfilling life, much to the admiration of those 
around him. Indeed, in reading the Analects, we encounter 
the relationally constituted Confucius making his way 
through life by living his many roles as best he can: 

as a caring family member, as a strict teacher and mentor, 
as a scrupulous and incorruptible scholar-official, 
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as a concerned neighbor and member of the community, as 
an always critical political consultant, as the grateful 
progeny of his progenitors, as an enthusiastic heir to a 
specific cultural legacy, indeed, as a member of a chorus of 
joyful boys and men singing their way home after a happy 
day on the river Yi. He offers us historical models rather 
than principles, and exhortations rather than 
imperatives. The power and lasting value of his insights lie 
in the fact that these ideas are intuitively persuasive, 
and readily adaptable to the conditions of ensuing 
generations, including our own. 
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Confucius by developing his insights around the most basic 
and enduring aspects of the ordinary human 
experience—family reverence, deference to others, 

friendship, a cultivated sense of shame, education, 
community, and so on—has guaranteed their continuing 
relevance. One characteristic of Confucianism that is 
certainly there in the words of Confucius himself and that 
has made his teachings so resilient in the Chinese tradition, 
is its porousness and adaptability. His contribution was 

simply to take ownership of the cultural legacy of his time, 
to work assiduously to understand and to extend this legacy 
with his own best thoughts, to adapt this wisdom of the past 
to his own present historical moment in addressing the 
pressing issues of his time, and then to recommend to 
next generation that they do the same. 



 
 
 
 

Nine: 
 

Confucian 
“Focus-Field” 

Notion  
of Person 

41 
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Confucianism has a focus-field, narrative conception of 
person that provides just such a robust alternative to 
liberal individualism. We might want to reflect upon the 

sui generis regimen of “Confucian role ethics” to argue that 
lives lived in our evolving roles as children and parents, 
as beneficiaries and benefactors, are too intimately bound 
up with one another to allow for the divisive and 
fragmenting assumptions that ground liberal 
individualism. 
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Within the interpretive framework of Confucian philosophy, 
associated, interpersonal living is taken to be an 
uncontested, empirical fact. Every person lives and every 
event takes place within a vital natural, social, and 
cultural context. Association being a fact, our different 
roles lived within family and society are nothing more 
than the stipulation of specific modes of associated 
living: mothers and grandsons, teachers and neighbors. But 
while we must take associated living as a simple fact, 

the consummate conduct that comes to inspire and to 
produce virtuosity in these stipulated roles lived in family, 
community, and the cultural narrative broadly—that is, 
Confucian role ethics—is an achievement; it is what we 
are able with imagination to make of the fact of 
association. 
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“Human nature’ (xing) is nothing but the unfolding of 
the natural and cultural processes themselves” (xing ji 
tiandao guan 性即天道觀). A person in this Confucian sense 
is first and foremost a striving and a “doing”—that is, an 

expression of life and growth that in the production of 
enhanced meaning, brings with it aspiration, frustration, and 
sometimes, even satisfaction. This reflexive “self-” has to 
be understood as irreducibly transactional: shaping 
and being shaped in its contextualizing relations. This 

person is radically embedded, and can only be understood 
by moving from field to focus, from the totality to the 
particular, taking into account the full compass of its 
contextualizing relations. This person is an expression of the 
ongoing attainment of relational virtuosity (ren 仁) 

within our inherited cultural legacy. 
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Such an understanding of person is wholly 
naturalistic in that it makes no appeal to a 
metaphysics of self or to any unifying substratum 

such as soul or mind, and thus is more of a 
centered, concentrated vitality than a simple 
unity. 



 
 
 
 

Ten: 
 

What Does 
Confucian 

Culture  
Have on Offer? 

46 
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Development generally, and the global impact of China’s 
own growth more specifically, is producing a range of 
changing economic and political patterns that are relatively 
easy to track. What about cultural change, then? What 

difference does this dramatic reconfiguration of economic 
and political dominance make for an elite world cultural 
order that has long been dominated by a powerful 
liberalism? And what will be the role of traditional Chinese 

customs and values in the evolution of a newly emerging 
cultural order? 
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It is a common place that Chinese culture broadly—
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism as well—begin from 
values, intentions, and conduct that is grounded in a 
recognition of the primacy of vital relationships we 
have identified as the hallmark of infinite games. The 

values of Confucianism are one cultural resource that 
might enable humanity to weather the perfect storm 

and to emerge from it on a halcyon sea. 
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What this Confucian tradition has on offer is a robust and 
compelling alternative to individualism. Such is one of 
the contributions that the Confucian tradition has to 
make to our contemporary world. We know that 
Chinese culture celebrates the relational values of 
deference and interdependence. That is, relationally 
constituted persons are to be understood as embedded in 

and nurtured by unique, transactional patterns of relations, a 
conception of person that contrasts rather starkly with 
the more familiar model of discrete, rational, self-
determining, autonomous, and self-interested 
individuals that we have come to associate with liberal 

democracy.  
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A Chinese ethic that locates moral conduct within a 
thick and richly textured pattern of family, 
community, and natural relations will certainly 
challenge and precipitate change in the 

global culture. These family-centered values 

under the rapidly evolving conditions in evidence 
today might well occasion a new cultural world 
order. 
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Confucianism is not a part of an ideology; it is a 
moral vision, a way being in the world. To 
regard Confucianism as a cultural resource is not 
romanticism, but arises from necessity. Although 

it has been ignored for a couple of hundreds of 
years, this culture of China deserves its place at 
the table.  
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Confucianism is a family-centered tradition that we must 
return to as the entry point for developing ourselves as 
morally competent persons. The ideology of 
individualism has in real degree diluted the power of 
the family as an institution. We have to get back to the 
concept of the primacy of family. Confucianism has a 
lot on offer when it comes to a changing cultural order 

that China believes, is going to make a difference in the 
world.  
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The international community has to get past the 
ideology of individualism. The contribution of the 
Confucian tradition is a robust alternative to the 
ideology of individualism in a time when individualism 

has become pernicious as a moral justification for the 
“haves” and “have-mores” to turn away the “have-nots.” 
We have to take the responsibility for not only thinking of 
ourselves, but for what we mean for other actors who 
constitute the world in which we live. If your neighbor 
does better, you do better. It is that simple. The world 
is interdependent; the world is organic; we are all in play 
at the same time. 
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Confucianism also gives us an alternative kind of 
religiousness, a religiousness not oriented toward 
some kind of transcendent deity from which 

human experience is derived, but a concept of 
religiousness that arises out of an inspired human 
population aspiring to a kind of spirituality as the 
substance of a human-centered religiousness.  



 
 
 
 

Eleven:  

Wisdom 
Requires 

Taking 
Advantage of All 
the Resources! 

55 
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We have to use all the cultural resources that are available 
to us to address the pressing problems of our time. Indeed, 
invoking the Chinese natural cosmology as context, 
what makes Confucianism more empirical than 
empiricism—that is, what makes Confucianism a radical 
empiricism—is the fact that it respects the uniqueness of 
the particular, and the need for a generative wisdom 
that takes this uniqueness into account in anticipating 
a productive future.  
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Rather than advancing grand universal principles and 

assuming a taxonomy of natural kinds grounded in some 
notion of strict identity, Confucianism is modest in 
proceeding from always provisional generalizations made 
from those particular historical instances of successful 
living. It is generation upon generation across the 
centuries that has broadened and extended the 
Confucian way, and that has in our own time made the 
East Asian Confucian cultures a world resource for 
cultural change. Confucianism is grounded in the 
assumption that what was a good idea today is going to 
be a bad idea tomorrow if we don’t continue to 
change it.  
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Where are we today with Confucianism? We don’t 
say Beethoven is something the German people like 
to listen to; Beethoven belongs to the world. But 
Confucianism is still Chinatown. It still seems to be 
a remote and exotic culture distant from 

Western ways of thinking, and yet it provides 
cultural resources needed to address the 

problems of our time. 



59 

The world ought to understand better and in a 
critical way, the resources that are available 

in this very different Confucian culture. 

Perhaps there can be a “Ru” response to those 
problems that is a positive alternative to 

addressing them from the perspective of 
individualism, a zero-sum way of thinking about the 
contested way forward among different players. 
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We definitely need all of the human resources that we can 
muster to address the problems of our day. We have the 
science, we have the technology, but we don’t have the 
philosophic and will to make the difference. While the 

resources certainly lie in an important degree within the 
parameters of the Western cultural traditions, there are also 
resources that are available within the Confucian tradition. 
Wisdom on our part requires that we take 
advantage of all the resources, all the human culture 
that we have. 



Thanks  
感谢您耐心听! 
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