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• Talking about Confucian-ism, we would not be 
able to avoid the most classical philosophical 
question of “what is?”: What is Confucianism? 
As the name “Confucianism” tends to lead us 
into believing that it refers to a coherent 
entity, whether physical or mental, textual or 
spiritual. But do we really know what 
Confucianism is? Is there such a “thing” as 
Confucianism? Is there “Confucianism”? And, 
if so, is there only “one” Confucianism? 
 



• First of all, let’s imagine, or rather, let’s make a guess, 
what Confucius, already in his Latinized name here, 
would say about an –ism named after him? And in a 
language which is other than Chinese, his “mother 
tongue”? We could imagine or conjecture that 
Confucius might indeed want to raise a question or 
have some doubt about naming an –ism after him, and 
do so with good reason. Even if Confucius could have 
anticipated the use of the Chinese “zhu-yi 主义” as a 
translation of “-ism” in the modern times, he would 
still not be able to find in Chinese any popular or 
unpopular isms actually named after him. 



• “Confucianism”, if literally translated back into Chinese, 
would be “Kongfuzi zhuyi 孔夫子主义”, which is quite 
different from the name “rujia 儒家”, the Ru School, to 
which Confucius belongs. This is perhaps one of the 
reasons that some more cautious scholars of Chinese 
thought and culture have attempted to adopt the more 
literal expression “Ru-ism” for “Confucianism”. Thus, in 
a certain apparently trivial but perhaps also profoundly 
important sense, one could legitimately say, as we 
think Confucius might want to do, that there is perhaps 
no “Confucianism”. 



• This, however, certainly does not mean that 
Confucius would refuse to be called a thinker 
or he has never profoundly influenced Chinese 
culture as a whole with his teaching. Instead, 
this is to draw attention to the complicated 
cross-linguistic and cross-cultural situation in 
which we are finding ourselves being tasked 
with thinking or re-thinking Confucianism. 
 



• But already I must take immediate precaution as 
soon as I, on Confucius’s behalf, formulate the 
question about “Confucianism and make such a 
negative statement about it, believing—imagining 
or conjecturing—that Confucius himself would 
have wanted to ask such a question and to make 
such a negation. But would Confucius allow me to 
speak on his behalf, to assume that this would be 
his own intention while perhaps merely imposing 
my intention upon him?  
 



• Let’s first recall a very brief passage from the 
Lunyu 论语, the Analects of Confucius, which 
may be called Confucius’s “four no’s” or “four 
not’s”:  

• In Chinese it reads: 子绝四——毋意，毋必，
毋固，毋我。 
 



• To understand what is said here in merely 
eleven Chinese characters, let me simply list a 
few different versions of English translation 
below: 

• Legge (1861):  
• There were four things from which the Master 

was entirely free. He had no foregone 
conclusions, no arbitrary predeterminations, 
no obstinacy, and no egoism. 
 



• Lionel Giles (1907): 
• There were four words of which the Master 

barred the use: he would have no "shall’s," no 
"must's," no "certainly's," no "I’s". 

• Lyall (1909): 
• From four things the Master was quite free: 

by-ends and 'must' and 'shall' and 'I.' 
 



• Soothill (1910): 
• The Master was entirely free from four things: 

he had no preconceptions, no pre-
determinations, no obduracy, and no egoism. 

• Waley (1938): 
• There were four things that the Master wholly 

eschewed: he took nothing for granted, he 
was never over-positive, never obstinate, 
never egotistic.  
 



• Lau刘殿爵 (1979)： 
• There were four things the Master refused to 

have anything to do with: he refused to 
entertain conjectures or insist on certainty; he 
refused to be inflexible or to be egotistical. 

• Charles Muller (1990-2013): 
• There were four things the master had 

eliminated from himself: imposing his will, 
arbitrariness, stubbornness and egotism. 
 



• Bruce Brooks (1998):  
• The Master avoided four things: no wish, no 

will, no set, no self.  
• Robert Eno (2015): 
• The Master forbade four things: One must not 

act on guesses, one must not demand 
absolute certainty, one must not be stubborn, 
one must not insist on oneself. 
 



• These translations vary, and it seems difficult to find 
pleasing harmony of interpretation and understanding 
among these translations, especially with respect to 
the first “no” or “not”: wuyi 毋意, variously rendered 
as “no foregone conclusions”, “no ‘shall’s’”,  no “by-
ends”, “no preconceptions”, “took nothing for granted”, 
“refused to entertain conjectures”, “[not] imposing his 
will”, “no wish [or “no fixed opinion]”, and “not act on 
guesses”. Although the differences sometimes seem 
minor, they could make significant difference in the 
reading of him in our modern society. 
 



• With regard to Confucius’s first “no” or “not”, 
it is perhaps very interesting to see that there 
might be an irony or paradox involved in our 
attempt to interpret this teaching of his here. 
Among the nine different translations of the 
Chinese word “Yi意”, we do not see the use of 
the words “intention” or “meaning”, but the 
Chinese word yi意 means first of all 
“meaning” or “intention”. It can also be used 
as an active verb: to mean, to intend. 
 



• Confucius was described as wanting himself to be 
free of four things, or to break with (jue 绝) them, 
the first being yi意, hence no yi, not to yi. Do we 
really know what is intended here? Do we 
understand its meaning, that is, Confucius’s 
meaning? More precisely, do we understand the 
intention of this negation or repudiation made by 
Confucius and recorded presumably by his 
disciples? Does Confucius, by this wuyi毋意, by 
this negation or repudiation of the yi意, also 
forbid us to presume or to make any conjecture 
of his meaning or his intention?  



• Does this interdiction of Confucius also include an 
interdiction of not arbitrarily assuming that we 
understand the meaning of wuyi 毋意, an 
important principle attributed to Confucius? With 
the wuyi, would Confucius prohibit us from 
imposing our intended interpretation of the 
meaning of the two words upon him, upon what 
he might mean to say or intend to do? I am not 
just trying to play with words here. Wuyi毋意—
do we really understand Confucius in these two 
Chinese words, variously translated? 
 



• We want to talk about harmony—the allegedly 
Confucian teaching of harmony as a principle for 
society—in Confucianism, but as soon as we 
come down to the text—the letter—and try to 
find harmony within Confucianism often 
regarded as a whole, or the harmony of 
interpretation of Confucianism, we find harmony 
seems lacking. We want to know the very 
meaning of Confucianism as a whole, but 
Confucius may have forbidden us from imposing 
our will of interpretation upon what he might 
mean to say, his thought or his teaching.  



• And this might well be the case, including 
even a prohibition of not calling his thought 
an “-ism”, in English, as this Indo-European 
semi-word or suffix indicates a totalised 
system of principles and doctrines.  
 



• Confucius, then, by repudiating four things, 
would seem to invite us to avoid any type of 
fixation, including the fixation on any particular 
principle. Thus, might all the things that we 
nowadays attempt to do about Confucianism 
(that is, first of all, to totalise Confucianism into a 
great whole) have gone against Confucius’s 
intention in his teachings? But Confucius would 
also have forbidden us to ask such a question, as 
in so asking we would have committed again 
what Confucius might not like us to do. 



• But I am not promoting obscurantism or 
nihilism in our treatment of the Confucian 
tradition. I have simply wanted to take 
precaution against the danger of flattening 
and thus oversimplifying a complicated 
thought with multiple voices into a monolithic 
whole, and the danger of then turning 
Confucianism into a new ideology, of it being 
exploited again by the State. 
 



• Thus I have wanted to put such a proposition 
to the test: “there is no Confucianism,” which 
should read “there is no one Confucianism”, or 
“there are always more than one 
Confucianism”.  
 



• The above-said should be able to lead us to a 
more radical proposition. It will have to be 
based on Confucius’s fourth “no” or “not”, the 
least ambiguous of the four: wu wo 毋我, no I, 
no egotism, or not to be egotistic 



• We perhaps could then say that in Confucianism, if we 
still use this name for what we are talking about since 
we have become too familiar with it, eventually there 
is no fixed principle, not even the I as the cogito, but 
only the other and the other of the other, that is, other 
persons, other humans, to whom the I or ego is always 
already called to, to whom and for whom the I or ego is 
responsible, responsible first in the sense of being able 
to respond, to answer to and for the other, but also in 
the sense of being obliged by the other who is 
incumbent on me,  who demands my entire attention, 
entire concern, and entire care.  



• I have attempted to demonstrate this 
elsewhere, with and/or against Confucius’ 
intention. For example, in the Confucian 
notion of ren仁, humaneness or humanity, I 
have seen the other is “before” me and 
obliging me. 
 



• Thus, if there are more than one Confucianism, or 
if there are multiple voices within what we 
habitually refer to as “Confucianism”, I would be 
more attracted to the one which negates or 
repudiates the I or the ego. I even want to 
venture the comment that this repudiation is the 
very “essence” of the whole of Confucius’s ethical 
thinking. Not the I or ego, because it is not the 
first in the scene, but the other, before him/her 
and to him/her I am always already called onto 
my responsibility. Thus the I is obliged by the 
other to repudiate the I or ego.  



• But my responsibility to and for the other 
should not mean a blind obedience only to 
one’s superior, to the father and the sovereign 
ruler.  



• The thought about the other as the other 
person, yet to be carefully re-examined in 
Confucius’ thought, should be able to form a 
productive philosophical dialogues with a still 
growing trend in contemporary European 
thought, namely, the French philosopher 
Emmanuel Levinas’s thought with its strong 
concern for the other, hence for justice for all. 
 



• Such a dialogue should be able to generate for us 
new thoughts on how to be human in our 
century. With a re-examined and re-evaluated 
Confucianism in profound communication and 
exchange with Western philosophy, and within 
the Confucian tradition but also beyond it, we 
might want to imagine a new type of loyalty or 
allegiance, namely, allegiance to the other, and to 
the other of the other, allegiance beyond 
allegiance only to particular others, hence 
allegiance to a society with justice for “all under 
heaven”.  
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