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Abstract: This paper offers a conceptual proposal for 
a universal pragmatic methodology, to explore how 
philosophy and language can constructively engage 
cultural horizons, considering their epistemic telos 
and expression, according to the structure of judge-
ment. Hermeneutics is interpreted to this effect, fol-
lowed by a case study of reading the Lunyu. It will be 
argued that pragmatism stands fully aligned with phi-
losophy of reason and enlightenment, in the Confu-
cian and Kantian creed, which are appraised not only 
in retrospect but in view of their learning potential.1  

1 Introductory remarks on Philosophy and Language 

Considering the variety of ways in which „philosophy“ is 

defined and practiced, an initial short exposition of this 

term is pragmatically in order. 

Philosophy is global thinking. In the most compre-

hensive sense, it captures reality, reason and language2, 

with a mind focused on the truth. Philosophy, as an ongo-

ing operation, to unify all intellectual activities by making 

sense of diversity, and rooting ethics and knowledge in 

reason, characterizes Kantian and Confucian approaches. 

As it will be elaborated below, „Kantian“ is referred to 

here as methodological self-explication of reason called 

„transzendental“, whereas „Confucian“ designates the 

quality of cultivation as the „way“ of reason. 

1 I would like to acknowledge and thank two, unfortunately 
anonymous, peers who took pains to evaluate the first ver-
sion of this paper. I am grateful for two almost contradictory 
responses which forced me to revise the language and recon-
sider statements, to elucidate the argument that remains as a 
contribution to a larger work in progress. I hope that the lines 
of thought drafted here will invite colleagues and students to 
think the unthinkable - that good philosophy is simple. It is our 
thinking and language that suggests the opposite. All remaining 
issues are decidedly mine. 
2  „Gegenstand der Philosophie ist das Ganze der Wirklichkeit, 
der Vernunft, der Sprache“: Spaemann, Robert (1994): Die kon-
troverse Natur der Philosophie. Stuttgart: Reclam. 120. This 
includes the entire range of expressions, including, forms of 
individual experience and social practice, visual schematics, 
metaphors, narratives, modes of persuasion and presentation 
of argument. 

This definition takes up Kants framework, in a way that 

agrees with the holistic pursuit of knowledge in Confucian 

texts, such as I venture to elucidate it in this article. En-

gaging in the work of reason, our „faculty of principles“,3 

or, pragmatically, our „faculty of the unity of the rules of 

understanding under principles“,4 connects concepts and 

perceptions, of any kind, making them sensible and of-

fering terms and sentences that introduce order, to ever 

increasing degrees of complexity. This is a description 

of how reason works, according to our experience. It is 

phrased as a general rule that helps us to overcome the 

despair about individual and collective limitations. Hope is 

encouraged in the operations of our Power of Judgement 

(Urteilskraft). This power sets in motion a process of aes-

thetic reflections about unity of knowledge, that is orches-

trated by the teleological trajectory of judgement, con-

necting what we are with how we ought to be. This way of 

weighing matters and affairs, according to their respective 

telos (end),5 is related to aesthetics, suggesting an intrinsic 

purpose, the meaningfulness of which requires us to start 

at knowing one's self, because we are responsible for our 

agency, along the entire continuum of making decisions 

that work as causes, as authors of practical judgements. 

The beginning of this philosophy lies in this awareness of 

intentional subjectivity. It is understood as an enquiring 

mode of critique, not determination. Its prospect can be 

called teleologic-translational, in order to emphasize the 

openness of horizons towards learning, about the true in-

terdependence of our real causality and intentions. 

3 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A299/B356. 
4 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A303/B358.
5 Daxue: In his interpretation of the Great Learning, in Zhang 
Zai (1020-1077) discusses the bifurcated body of knowledge  
(一物两體). It holds ‚things', 物 wu, referring to the objects of 
knowledge, following nature's course when growing a Gestalt 
of 'roots and treetops’, 本末 benmo, and actions, namely the 
‚affairs', 事 shi, that include human causality in determining the 
course from 'beginning to end’, 終始 zhongshi. This program is 
described as “extending knowledge by investigating things" (格
物致知 gewu zhizhi). As Zhang describes it, knowledge as the 
'one thing with two bodies' (一物两體), contains, distinguishes 
and reconnects 'empirical knowing' (聞見之知) and the 'know-
ing of natural virtue' (天德良知). Notably, this bifurcated in-
tegrative structure of knowing is a synthesis of aesthetic and 
teleologic acts of thinking, not a dialectic of thesis and antithe-
sis.  See Kim, Jung-Yeup (2015): Zhang Zai’s philosophy of Qi: a 
practical understanding. Lanham, Boulder, New York, London: 
Lexington Books. 
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Pragmatism benefits from the clear distinction, be-

tween, first, the overarching faculty of principles (Ver-

nunft) and, second, the faculties of sensible wit (Ver-

stand). To prevent us from mixing them up, in puddles 

of „reason“ or exercises of „mind“, and to align them for 

mutual support, is the task of Judgement (Urteilskraft). 

The intended objective in all these operations is the best 

judgement an individual can conceive of, either in the 

broad sense of cultivation or in the specific sense of phi-

losophy as legislation,6 as an exercise of reason. This pro-

pensity drives philosophy so that it can generate meta- 

and higher meta-levels, to reflect and re-ascertain what 

we know and, more importantly, how it is that we know. 

The structure carries the substance, whereas the expres-

sion of truth is entangled with the form of the statement. 

This process cannot be reduced to continued abstraction 

or mediation, while both play their part in it. Abstraction 

is valid only, when it includes acts of justification, as to 

how it represents and clarifies its concrete reference, 

while maintaining coherence. Thereby, it can engender 

new knowledge content. 

Mediation must respect the primacy of the author-

ship, of both intention and interpretation, over the relativ-

ity and instrumental character of the means. Thereby, ab-

straction can become an extension of the concrete theme 

it relates, engendering an intelligible transformation of 

empirical concepts and logical connections, to make con-

ceptual integrity. Philosophy differs, from rational fiction 

in that it intentionally matters, and from objective scienc-

es in that all partial judgements, methods and interests 

must align to serve the syntheticizing unity of the pursuit 

of truth. As lying is an intended distortion of known truth, 

philosophy is the unreserved defense of truthfulness. 

6 „In its scholastic meaning, philosophy is all about skillfulness; 
in relation to the concept of the world, on the other hand, she is 
about practicality. In the latter respect, she is a doctrine of wis-
dom: the legislator of reason. And the philosopher is therefore 
not an artist of reason, but a lawmaker.“ Immanuel Kant (1800). 
Logik. Ein Handbuch zu Vorlesungen. III. Begriff von der Philoso-
phie überhaupt: Philosophie nach dem Schulbegriffe und nach 
dem Weltbegriffe betrachtet. (My translation, OD).

Language, in this context, is the expressed (self-) 

reflection and to-be-expressed experience, not just ex-

pressed „knowledge“. We can make sense only when we 

embrace the quality that we are when we understand, 

in experiencing the experience of understanding. This 

awareness quality is the primordial connection between 

ourselves, owning meaning, and the propensity to pre-

tend or simulate, so that we must enter into the re-con-

necting mode of judgement, to make sure we are aligned, 

on the way of honest understanding. Philosophy’s genu-

ine interest lies in, thereby, weaving epistemic connec-

tions throughout the entire social ecosystem of prac-

tice, including symbolic forms and conversations about 

knowledge and humanity. The clues to observe, in this 

enquiry, are simple, as they must be, since their function 

is elementary. To know what you say and to say what you 

know. Don’t trade in empty words or blind action, both of 

which cannot serve reasonable purpose. Language is the 

living intelligible presentation of the resulting socialized 

knowledge. It includes the rules as well as the plasticity 

of ways to interact and share meaning, or speculation 

or pretense. Our language cultures are encompassed by 

permeable and provisional horizons of aggravated expe-

rience that indicate the demarkation lines between blind 

and entrepreneurial understanding, balancing the efforts 

of judgement that lend substance and orientation to the 

teleologic-translational enquiry.

2 Language and languages 

What, then, is the language of philosophy? It is obvious-

ly not English, or German or Chinese, or any other given 

natural language. The Babylonic multitude of self-cen-

tered horizons is there to remind us of the structural 

hubris that stems from our cultured experience of the 

success in making sense. It encourages us to extend our 

horizons and doesn’t know on its own, when to stop - but 

it can adapt, learn and merge. It can form and express, 

abstract, transcendent and methodological judgements. 
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However, it is bound by its genuine subjectivity, just like 

the individual experience of experience of knowing is 

bound by the bifurcated structure of judgement,7 when 

relating to and expressing content. There cannot be one 

natural language of philosophy with a narrow, self-cen-

tered, all including aspiration. But the plasticity, structur-

al direction and richness of these (and other cultural) lan-

guages includes the propensity to enter into processes 

of extension, so that they can share the form (grammar), 

content (semantics) and quality (aesthetics) of the ex-

perience (Erlebnis), to understand, even when the issue 

of understanding the object of the enquiry must remain 

undetermined. The method is hermeneutics. It creates 

its own spontaneous interim language version, just for 

the purpose of the expression at work, that can leave its 

mark on the natural language. This draft creation is the 

spark of learning.  

When we communicate, we are always translating,8 

between individual, communal, jargon or natural lan-

guages. Translation is an epistemic social practice that 

expresses, transforms, re-contextualises and shapes the 

ways in which we think, behave and are, by, first pre-

senting them to us as shareable. This is much more than 

some mediated „input and output“, namely a process of 

cultivation. In translation, we turn our attention to phe-

nomenology, into self-reflection rather than descriptive 

and comparative exercises. We turn our interest in spec-

ulation and creativity, into a methodologically organized 

invitation of others, in order to support understanding 

across cultural families and horizons. We turn questions 

of What into questions of How. The How is the nature of 

the turning, the What determines the direction. Atten-

tion to translational affairs means, to address and over-

come unreflected as well as instrumental or ideological 

use of language, knowing when to stop turning and how 

7 Frank, Manfred (1998): ›Unendliche Annäherung‹. Die Anfänge 
der philosophischen Frühromantik. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp.
8 Steiner, George (1975/1992): After Babel. Aspects of Language 
and Translation. London: Oxford University Press. 

to move on, within the language of philosophy, across 

cultures, that is, methodically. 

In an ironic twist, by returning to philosophy as a 

methodology, we build the foundations of the possibili-

ty of a new, globalized natural language. We remain ful-

ly aware that there is and can be no „single language“, 

which reflects the teleological structure of judgement, 

but we continue to sustain the aesthetic demand, to be 

creative, becoming better in our ways to make language 

good. The sovereign (naturally competent) engagement 

of language diversity in philosophy, when conversing 

amongst philosophers with distinct cultural backgrounds, 

in a deliberate naive manner, makes us momentarily „for-

get about“ translational language issues, returning to the 

original „Erlebnis“ of understanding for fresh substance 

and clarification. Experiencing the practice of philosophy, 

in different languages, is an opportunity to draw, gather 

and share unaccustomed insights and prospects, inspir-

ing an ambi-cultural philosophy. This is a philosophy that 

is experienced as epistemic practice, alike ambi-cultural 

artists intuitively understand to engage different sym-

bolic systems or bilingual people switching naturally be-

tween dreams in different narratives. The possibility of 

this experience hinges upon the axiomatic assumption 

that there is only one humanity and faculty of reason, 

and we share the primordial mode of experiencing un-

derstanding and making sense, just as humans. 

On this base, we shall assume and expect that there 

is no principled reason for one language, not to be able 

to capture and express the rules, experiences or judge-

ments expressed in another, of course, not taking any-

thing for granted. Naturally, these expressions differ in 

form and quality, so that their phenomenologies may 

appear to be incommensurable, even when their inten-

tions seem to align. When affinity of expressions cannot 

be described between languages, the root can be found 

in the history of experience of expressing truth, for ex-

ample, that there has been no cause or opportunity or 

need to pursue such a theme in such a manner, in that 
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language’s context. This explanation is obvious when we 

consider metaphors, such as the idiomatic „black swan“ 

(when there is no notorious example of the ignorant 

rejection of real objects in that culture), or institutions, 

such as „democracy“ (when political institutions in that 

culture where designed to address issues, different in 

kind from those in Europe), that are contingent on his-

tory. The same applies to „false friends“, such as when 

metaphors or institutions have been described in similar 

terms, without sharing the underlying experiences of un-

derstanding. 

Such cases of asymmetric expression between cul-

tures typically can be mended through mutual learning 

and discourse. Notably, there must be limits to allow ap-

peals to contingencies, to prevent „de-construction“ of 

the dependence of language on truth. It may be true that 

one culture has developed no understanding of a „black 

swan“, but the truth cannot be a „black swan“. That’s 

what is, or should be, self-understood.    

Within the theoretical bounds of these lean heuris-

tics, diversity of languages can be arranged in discourse, 

so that they become resources instead of obstacles, in 

order to systematically support communication, transla-

tion and transformation of expression, within the glob-

al horizons of our times. The real phenomenology of 

languages offers encouragement to that effect. Natural 

languages are not only different from each other and 

specifically true to themselves, such as the conventional 

framing of the „language families“ narrative suggests.9 

Languages are primarily connected, as explained above, 

on the elementary level of shared humanity. Humans are 

gifted with speech and reason, which extends to every 

such „family“ member, being part of the human commu-

nity. Even when types of languages represent the genesis 

of cultural horizons, these types overlap, vary and differ. 

Thereby they offer a wealth of ways to study, how to get 

better, in understanding each other. For example, one 

9 E.g., https://guides.library.utoronto.ca/c.
php?g=251131&p=1673165 

can learn from morphological typology that, Chinese, En-

glish or Danish fall under the analytic languages, whereas 

German, French or Russian are fusional10. Grouped ac-

cording to the one copula verb use, Chinese, English and 

German belong to the same type.11 On the other hand, 

Chinese is one of only a few languages that express plural 

without a marker.12 Each of these findings enriches, non 

depreciates the individual’s contribution to the shared 

learning. 

Moreover, when we include written text as a specif-

ic symbolic system of language, reading and translating, 

from alphabetic or non-alphabetic writings, for exam-

ple, presents readers from one culture with difficulties 

in appreciating the kind of difficulties they encounter 

when exploring the other. At the same time, these en-

counters offer rich opportunities for mutual learning, 

between both cultures, regarding form and content as 

well as actual understanding of knowledge.13 Speaking 

metaphorically, the diversity in forms, shapes and mate-

rials of fishing nets, by and in which our languages weave, 

capture and present us with understandings of meaning, 

certainly bring in different harvests of fruit, which can all 

be shared and appreciated as nourishment, and sustain 

the provision of humanity. 

These and further constellations of cultural distinc-

tions offer connection points and differences for compar-

ative and communicative exploration, but no evidence for 

assumptions of strong distinction or incommensurability. 

In engaging cultural horizons with teleological judge-

ment, we do not depend upon „clashing" narratives in an 

existential drama but may rest confidently, in the „gentle 

courage“ that the Enlightenment requires and encourag-

10 https://linguisticmaps.tumblr.com/po-
st/120857875008/5-1-3-morphological-typology-tonal-langu-
ages
11 https://linguisticmaps.tumblr.com/post/184804858113/
copula-typology-the-verb-to-be-is-a-copula-verb
12 https://linguisticmaps.tumblr.com/post/186420391338/plu-
ral-marking-typology-how-languages-mark-the
13 This goes along well with incentives to study the history of rel-
evant translational experiences. Thomas S. Mullaney 2017. The 
Chinese Typewriter: A History. Columbia University.



13

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 1, 2022
E xploring the m a rgins of  the Way.  Hermeneut ic  pr agm at ism in K a nt a nd Confucius  

O le D ör ing 

es.14 Language as cultural practice includes the prescrip-

tive knowledge, to deliver us from the totalitarian rule of 

bio-organic utility, expressing freedom of reason .  

What is said in a language and how it is said does not 

reflect what can be said but represents some of that what 

has been said, and the ways in which this took place. Over 

more than three centuries after Kant had criticized his re-

spected colleague, Hume’s philosophy as „dogmatic“ and 

the philosophical alertness it inspired as „slumber“, so as 

to awaken from it and transform philosophy into a specif-

ic methodology of enquiry, we may query - why does En-

glish, still, offer no word for „transzendental“? It follows 

from the previous argument that this is not a question of 

capability of perception, understanding or grammar, nor 

one of lingual creativity. This notable abstinence can only 

be attributed to judgement, explained or unexplained 

purpose, a resolve, not to play along.15 It remains plainly 

wrong to translate transzendental as „transcendental“, 

because the latter means metaphysical, which is exact-

ly the nature of the horizon Kant endeavored to over-

come.16 As with other German terms (Freude, Lust, Angst, 

14 Séamus Mulryan offers this teleologic-translational interpre-
tation, based on a discussion of phronesis, as the virtue of the 
warrior, between Aristotle, Shambhala Buddhism and Gadamer: 
„the universal concept of courage can be applied to the particu-
lar phenomenological account of dialogue as one that allows us 
to face our anxiety about death with the courage of a warrior. 
Yet we do so with a gentleness that opens up a space for us to af-
firm our selves without destroying our own or the other’s claims 
to truth.“ The Courage of Dialogue Séamus Mulryan, Philosophy 
of Education In Philosophy of Education 2009, edited by Debo-
rah Kerdeman, pp. 141-148. Urbana, IL: 2009. 148.
15 Without venturing to explain this observation in detail here, 
it may suffice to remark that such a purpose will be one of ide-
ology or politics that prevent or repel progress from innovation, 
under the criticized conservative frame of mind, rendering the 
challenge invisible or impotent. The mere inconvenience of a 
„new play“, however, is compensated by the experience of mak-
ing it work. 
16 This what I refer to as Kant's method of „washing gold“: to 
explore the condition of the possibility of thinking of something 
as reasonable. The transzendental methodology is not about 
being true or false, provable or refutable by perception - but 
about being at all reasonably conceivable. This is the „credit“ 
demanded of Practical Reason. The word transzendental does 
not mean „a relationship of our knowledge to things, but only to 
cognition,“ Kant, Immanuel (1951): Prolegomena zu einer jeden 
künftigen Metaphysik, die als Wissenschaft wird auftreten kön-
nen. Ed Karl Vorländer. Hamburg, § 13 (III 49), my translation 
(OD). What we lose in certainty of determination we gain in 
courage to exercise our reason-freedom.

Kindergarten), it could be kept as loanword in the origi-

nal spelling (transzendental) or circumscribed according 

to the definition: „transzendental“ is not something that 

„goes beyond all experience, but that precedes it (a prio-

ri), and yet is not destined for anything more than just to 

make experiential knowledge possible“17.

As to the actual translation of key words, such as 

„transzendental“ or 道 or judgement, we are invited to 

experiment. „What is the correct German translation of 

an English play on words? Maybe a completely different 

play on words“.18 This is not an arbitrary or whimsical 

move, but a method to re-ascertain that the rules are 

properly understood, namely, experienced as meaning 

and with plasticity in various circumstances. Wittgen-

stein refers to meaning as physiognomy, further merging 

philosophy of language with hermeneutic anthropology. 

„The familiar physiognomy of a word, the feeling that it 

has taken up its meaning into itself, that it is an actual 

likeness of its meaning“19, as it transforms objectivity 

through sincere, critical engagement of the subject in 

the open-minded, mind-opening activity of understand-

ing. Rupert Read emphasizes, „what matters is whether 

Wittgenstein’s chosen methods work. And what matters 

is whether we can learn to go on.“20 If this makes sense, 

there is no point in avoiding the trial or speculating that 

it would be futile or impossible to proceed, but rather, 

sapere aude! To credit reason is not a proof but a prom-

ising approach that has been tried and misunderstood 

but never been refuted as being unreasonable. Veena 

Das indicates the plain direction, how and where to go on 

to: through a life living with texts and „in the process al-

17 Prolegomena § 13 (III 151), my translation (OD).
18 Wittgenstein, Ludwig (1982). Last Writings on Philosophical 
Psychology. Volume I, Oxford: Blackwell: 278.
19 Wittgenstein, Ludwig (158). Philosophical Investigations. Ox-
ford: Blackwell: 128.
20 Read, Rupert (2007). Applying Wittgenstein, London: Continu-
um: 4.  Read presents Wittgenstein’s philosophy as a pragmatic 
work of ethics beyond language nativism , in his properly named 
book, Read, Rupert (2020). Wittgenstein’s Liberatory Philos-
ophy. Thinking Through His Philosophical Investigations. New 
York: Routledge.
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lowing myself to be educated in public“.21 The largest ex-

tension of public spheres is humanity. A pragmatic turn, 

accordingly, is deliberately forward-looking and humble.  

3 Pragmatic Hermeneutics

German scholar Heiner Roetz, a pioneer in the philo-

sophical exegesis of ancient Chinese ethics and political 

philosophy, has reconfirmed the close affinity of prag-

matism and Enlightenment philosophy.22 I would like to 

further elucidate, on these grounds, the unity of Enlight-

enment as a way, namely a transzendental methodology 

for judgement, in terms of a pragmatic superstructure23 

that connects Confucian and Kantian approaches. This 

unity is called a „way“, in that it does not just provide 

a conclusive cognitive toolbox for weighing claims and 

handling problems, but cultivates the agent according to 

teleological aesthetic refinement. Thereby, the enlight-

ening operation is well informed and also rehabilitated 

through experience of good practice. 

The Way is that what, apriori, cannot be left for an in-

stant.24 It is structured by experience and enquiries about 

the proper meaning (謂) of instruction for learning (教), 

practice (道) and the nature (性) of natural order (天命). 

21 Das, Veena (2020). Textures of the Ordinary. Doing Anthropol-
ogy After Wittgenstein. New York: Fordham University Press: xi.
22 Roetz, Heiner (2013): A Comment on Pragmatism in Chinese 
Studies. Confucianism in Inter-cultural Perspectives: Modern 
Developments. Papers from the Fourth International Confer-
ence on Sinology Taipei: Academia Sinica: 279-299.
23 A theoretical superstructure explains, on a meta-level, not 
only the theories it can describe but also ways in which to con-
nect them within one framework. For an inductive example, 
Marxism regards culture and institutions as superstructure 
emerging out of the underlying real economy and society with 
their related explaining and legitimating narratives. A deductive 
superstructure, transzendental methodology, explains how util-
itarian, virtue, metaphysical or realistic theories can support a 
larger purpose, when arranged within a critical framework that 
supports their respective strength and checks their limitations. 
The Categorical Imperative is a way to enter the operation of 
this superstructure through its characteristic quality and form 
of deliberation. 
24 The Zhongyong begins with a hermeneutic self-explication, 
including a programmatic clarification of the unity of all knowl-
edge and its process character. „The Way can not be left for an 
instant. If it could be left, it would not be the Way. 道也者, 不
可須臾離也, 可離非道也.“ Text taken from https://ctext.org/liji/
zhong-yong/ens , my translation (OD). Cf. Ole Döring, 

Hence, when deviation, denial or ignorance do not con-

stitute the leaving of the Way, why would they matter, 

why would our effort to understand and engage in good 

practice make sense in the first place? How would learn-

ing and correction be needed and indeed possible, when 

there is no comparative progress to be gained? 

I would like to paraphrase the above, based on a 

slightly different assumption, regarding the meaning of 

Way. Way 道 is neither, noun or verb or adjective, but 

precedes this grammatical form. It allows each and all 

of these structuring functions, but is not based on their 

categorial distinction. The Way 道 is a conceptual time-

space continuum for experiencing, learning and observ-

ing practice while exercising reasonable judgement with-

in our real social-ecological life. That means, there is no 

logical problem in expressing the meaning of any specific 

form of thought, but an additional option. That is, In the 

same vein, 道 can express the connectivity in the relations 

of the aspects that are shaping this semantic field of 道, 

as an act of synthetic judgement introducing a new qual-

ity, that is, something different from the aggregation of 

its attributes and from the postulate of substances. How 

to understand the need and opportunity of the above 

mentioned turning, to re-position, and what does repo-

sitioning mean? The way of answering will lie in the ad-

justment of position, on the way, according to judgement, 

without losing the coherence of agency. It lies in learning 

by owning what has been understood, in terms of integri-

ty.25 It simply means that all we are ever willing and doing 

and experiencing is part of practice. We cannot escape 

from practice. Our margin of options lies between more 

good and less bad ways of practice, while pursuing a clear 

methodology and semantic notion of what this means. 

This hypothesis will be interpreted as an argument for the 

25 Ole Döring (2015). „Cheng 誠 als das stimmige Ganze der In-
tegrität. Ein Interpretationsvorschlag zur Ethik“. In: Auf Augen-
höhe. Festschrift zum 65. Geburtstag von Heiner Roetz. Heraus-
gegeben von W Behr, L Di Giacinto, O Döring, C Moll-Murata; 
Bochumer Jahrbuch für Ostasienforschung. Band 38. München: 
Iudicium: 39-62.
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reason-enlightened and therefore pragmatic character of 

this Confucian school of philosophy. 

In preparation for this case discussion, it will be help-

ful, to learn from Roetz’ exercise in clarifying a basic mis-

understanding about Pragmatism and Confucianism. Ro-

etz has taken pains to offer a fair criticism, conceding that 

pragmatism „informs an important trend in the interpre-

tation of Chinese, and in particular Confucian, philosophy. 

This is above all due to the work of David L. Hall and Roger 

T. Ames“.26 How do Hall and Ames understand pragma-

tism? I believe that Roetz has demonstrated exhaustive-

ly in a scholarly elaborated manner, that Hall and Ames 

inform a specific school of pragmatism, following Rorty’s 

approach. But he rejects their association with classical of 

pragmatism, together with the philological and theoreti-

cal plausibility of their suggested reading of Chinese texts. 

Further, Roetz responds to the perceived politiciza-

tion of philosophy, from within a framework of democra-

cy, which is a popular though problematic trend, in that it 

employs philosophy for political purposes instead of us-

ing philosophy as a critique of the margins of reasonable 

political thought. The political appeal might constitute a 

mésalliance of false friends, with efforts to defend the 

openness of Confucianism, in order to discuss its relation 

to democracy in an unbiased and honest manner, regard-

ing conditions and challenges. 

Considering the greater picture of philosophy, Roetz 

shows how pragmatism, as a philosophical methodology 

is deeply rooted in the European Enlightenment, and that 

it would be welcome, if the values Hall and Ames ascribe 

to merely the „West“ were valid for humanity in total, 

contradicting the culture relativist reservation the au-

thors enact. Summarizing his analysis of their argument, 

Roetz states, „the discussion has taken a direction that 

appears to be problematic and might undersell pragma-

tism on the one hand and the possibilities of Confucian-

ism on the other.“27  

26 Roetz (2013): 280.
27 Roetz (2013): 297.

Roetz’ discussion reflects that the categorial change 

of the „Copernican Turn“, from dogma to methodology28, 

is a pragmatic turn and liberation, towards transzen-

dental enquiry instead dogmatic confrontation. It of-

fers schools and cultures of knowledge ways out of the 

slumber in their relative boxes, exactly without imposing 

dogmatic norms. This is accomplished by re-establishing 

their positions, as both, relational to a certain method-

ical focus and directional in their teleologic pursuit of 

reason-guided judgement. The intellectual space created 

thus for time allows discourse, mutual learning and col-

laboration, within the open „court of reason“, to employ 

language-bound knowledge as a resource rather than an 

obstacle for fair judgement. But this pragmatic turn is an 

awaking, no neo-pragmatic revision, in the sense that 

Richard Rorty centers on language and regards the self 

is as a "centerless web of beliefs and desires“.29 Instead, 

it connects the given self and its future image, with work 

on integrity as the core. 

In the same vein, with the Kantian classical prag-

matic turn, hermeneutics can avoid the culturalistic and 

historicistic traps of a mere philological exegesis30. Both 

28 This is the core of Kant’s described awakening from the „dog-
matic slumber“ that he associates with Hume’s philosophy. 
Kants Critique of Pure Reason, is submitted as the solution to the 
“Humean problem in its greatest possible amplification”. Prole-
gomena to Any Future Metaphysics That Will Be Able to Come 
Forward as a Science. Gary Hatfield (trans.), in Theoretical Phi-
losophy after 1781, Henry Allison and Peter Heath (eds.). 2002. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 4:260–61.
29 Rorty, Richard (1991). “The Priority of Democracy to Philos-
ophy,” in Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press). 175-96: 191.
30 Rorty’s figure of the „ironist“ is a compelling political agent. 
Philosophically, it could be interesting to engage a discussion 
between this ironist and Camus’ happy Sisyphus and the Re-
volte. However, the narratives of theses poetic creations require 
culturally deep and rich reconstruction, owing to their elabo-
rate anthropological allusions and political connotations. Such 
irony is extremely difficult, as a genre, to translate between 
English, French, German or Chinese, reflecting the specific te-
leologic-aesthetic unity, of rational order and subjectivity con-
structions, habituated in these different language cultures. It 
would require a fully fledged hermeneutic methodology to 
utilize it seriously in a Chinese-European conversation. Such a 
methodology is desirable but not yet elaborated. It will benefit 
from the re-habilitation of the later Wittgenstein, according to 
Charles Taylor, (compare Taylor, Charles (2016): The Language 
Animal. The Full Shape of the Human Linguistic Capacity. Cam-
bridge Mass.). With all its flaws, aspirations and inspirations, 
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fallacies result from the false substantiation of abstract 

concepts, reifying them or making them virtually point-

less. History and culture, both rational constructs of 

world-concepts, subsume phenomena under categories. 

The validity of these categories, beyond their function as 

hypothetical abstracts, must be confirmed by reason, es-

pecially when they claim normative force. Philology, like 

other research methodologies, might forget to account 

for the subjectivity bond and intentionality of the text. 

Likewise, history might overlook that the development of 

collectives is influenced by human decisions, not natural 

laws, or that interactions among individuals constitute 

the real concrete roots of history, not the grammatical 

subject abstracted from groups. 

The discussion of Hall and Ames’ positions in the 

light of classical pragmatism reminds us of the continued 

need to defend Enlightenment against positivism, relativ-

ism, utilitarianism and dogmatic scholastics as much as 

it helps us to re-appreciate the merit of the Copernican 

Turn, as a language-transcending methodology. It can 

describe language as experience of understanding and 

thereby connect subjectivity and normativity in a teleo-

logical interpretation of centrality. 

Rather than further prolonging the debate about 

what may and may not be subsumed under a theory of 

pragmatism, in relation to Confucianism, in this article, I 

venture to go back to the literal meaning of pragmatism 

as embedded epistemic practice, and the reflected oper-

ation of judgement - reason’s beauty in the poetic draw-

ing of truth and ethics. After all, it is pragmatic, to under-

stand theory work as a practice. Even „sacred“ words and 

„holy“ thought are tools and spaces, to explore predic-

tion, problem solving, and action. Being reminded of the 

humble vanity of all human works and the lure of hubris, 

we escape the structural bait of literally thinking in „two 

Rorty’s framework is much too heavily culturally loaded to be 
reliable for culturally transcending      or transzendental transla-
tions, of irony or self. See Patricia Rohrer (2000): „Self-Creation 
or Choosing the Self: A Critique of Richard Rorty's Idea of Demo-
cratic Education“. Philosophy of Education Archive: 55-62.

worlds“ and reject the idea that the function of thought 

is to describe, represent, or mirror reality, of a lower or a 

higher order. After all, reason introduces the trajectory of 

unity, to employ judgement in order to organize practice, 

thus making everything, including theory, agency and ob-

jects, part of pragma πρᾶγμα practice in time. 

This plain pragmatic theory holds no bias for conse-

quentialist approaches, naturalistic or utilitarian. To the 

contrary, we can conceive of consequences only based 

on an underlying understanding about the respective-

ly required judgement, especially assumptions about 

causality, social process and responsibility. The unity of 

ethics, epistemics and aesthetics, in its actual composi-

tion, remains within the scope of pragmatic enquiry. To 

be enquiring about consequences and maxims in a rea-

son-guided discourse belongs within the same continuity 

of judgement that is the core business of philosophy,31 

and formalized in the Categorical Imperative.32 Judge-

ments about Beauty, Truth and Goodness are inseparably 

conjoined and cannot be reduced to mere instrumental 

exercises. The unity of 道 as a constructive quality of 

epistemic practice reminds us of the reasonable require-

ment, to re-contextualize any judgement that results 

from methodical reduction. 

Even though Kant distinguishes the moral presenta-

tion of „ought“ from the pragmatic „ought“, both serve 

as inseparable contributions to the same act process of 

practical judgement. Pragmatical imperatives present 

the empirical aspect of actions as connected with natural 

laws and natural science.33 The related judgements func-

tion as intellectual filters. They  inform our deliberation 

about the range of realistic options and scenarios, under 

31 Kant, Immanuel (1800). 
32 Kant, Immanuel (1990). Foundations of the Metaphysics of 
Morals and What is Enlightenment (2nd ed., revised), translated 
with an introduction by L. W. Beck. London: Collier Macmillan.
33 Kant, Immannuel (2011). Anthropology from a Pragmatic 
Point of View. Translated by Victor Lyle Dowdell .Revised and 
Edited by Hans H. Rudnick. With an Introduction by Frederick P. 
Van De Pitte. Carbondale & Edwardsville: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press. https://silo.pub/anthropology-from-a-pragmat-
ic-point-of-view.html 
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the moral imperative, as a question of pure practical 

reason. Pragmatism goes far beyond strategies of conve-

nience or prudence. Even when it investigates the empir-

ical „nature“, it is not reduced to technology, biology or 

physics. It remains in a domain of reason, not trivial prac-

ticality, or utilitarianism or scientific positivism. Along the 

same lines, German philosopher Julian Nida-Rümelin, ar-

gues for a "pragmatic humanism" and assumes that, "in 

the end of all justification stands the whole unity of the 

practiced life form“34.

The credit of reason that Kant attaches to freedom 

can be extended to credit those who seriously pursue 

such a course. One of the pioneers of philosophical prag-

matism in the English speaking world, William James, 

responding to contemporary and anticipating future 

critics, invited „a little imagination in philosophy. The 

unwillingness of some of our critics to read any but the 

silliest of possible meanings into our statements is as 

discreditable to their imaginations as anything I know in 

recent philosophic history. Schiller says the truth is that 

which ‚works.‘ Thereupon he is treated as one who limits 

verification to the lowest material utilities. Dewey says 

truth is what gives ‚satisfaction‘! He is treated as one who 

believes in calling everything true which, if it were true, 

would be pleasant.“35 

This seems to describe a timeless attitude. Rekin-

dling the critical rigor and broad scholarship of pragmatic 

scholars, such as Peirce, Dewey or Mead and seeing them 

in a line with Kant and Schiller, as we owe it to James, is 

a step to extending such a line dimensionally, to open a 

playing field and take up Confucianism. 

Not in spite, but because of the differences in meth-

odology and language, we can and should try form a to 

greater agora. These different ways to integrate accounts 

34 Nida-Rümelin, Julian (2012). Vernunft und Freiheit. In: Dieter 
Sturma (Hrsg.): Vernunft und Freiheit. Zur praktischen Philoso-
phie von Julian Nida-Rümelin. Berlin: De Gruyter. 9-38: 11. (My 
translation, OD). 
35 James, William (1907). Pragmatism, A New Name for Some 
Old Ways of Thinking. Popular Lectures on Philosophy. New 
York: Longmans, Green, and Company: 90.

of experiences of philosophical insight had contributed 

significantly to the nuanced and humble appearance 

of pragmatism in the 19th Century, though of a lesser 

cultural complexity than would be required in the 21st 

Century. Pragmatism has no need for dramatic change 

of theory that call for prefixes such as neo- or post- or 

trans-. It can add to the value of universal scholarship, in 

the continuing spirit of Enlightenment. 

The „Eurocentrism“ that Hall/Ames reject under their 

assumed non-„Euro-centric“ version of pragmatism is, on 

the other hand, a political term loaded with moral zeal. It 

can inspire cultural and institutional criticism, and it mer-

its scientific critique. It is, however, not a concept that 

can inform or provide orientation of a specific philosoph-

ical kind. Like the marks of a „compass“ (East / West / 

North / South) or optics (black/white/yellow/red), their 

proposed theory represents objectifying views instead of 

subject-accommodating perspectives and cannot judge 

the moral or epistemic questions it poses. In this light, 

their „pragmatic“ approach turns out to be not pragmatic 

but dogmatic. 

One of the results of such a politicized narrative is 

that it provokes, common sense as well as the conscien-

tious philosopher. Indeed, Hall and Ames, together with 

other neo-pragmatic peers, seem to claim that a differ-

ent „Non-Western“ anthropology applies to Chinese, so 

that a „muddling-though“ reconstruction of Classics is 

due36, or an exclusive theory of language in order,37 thus 

imposing a different propensity for political systems, on 

cultural grounds. 

There is a fine but decisive line between a teleologi-

cal-aethetic methodology of reason and an ideally fixed 

essence of human progress with a defined material or 

eschatological endpoint. Kant and Confucius describe 

36 Hall, David and Ames, Roger (1987). Thinking Through Con-
fucius. Albany: SUNY Press.
37 Roetz, Heiner (1993). “Validity in Zhou Thought: On Chad 
Hansen and the Pragmatic Turn in Sinology,” in Hans Lenk and 
Gregor Paul, eds., Epistemological Issues in Classical Chinese 
Philosophy. Albany: SUNY Press.
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this line, the first as a hedge, the other as a way, for cul-

tivation. Thereby dignity is encouraged to walk upright 

instead of confidently muddling in the twilight. Notably, 

Confucians frequently refer to the boundless Tianxia 天

下, as a universal concept of everywhere, and refer in 

unqualified general ways to humans, 人 as everyone, ex-

plaining universally applying rules of conduct and, how 

they are to be observed specifically in relational practice. 

They were fully aware of the phenomenal diversity of 

individual and collectives of human beings, had no illu-

sions about honesty and interests, and were convinced 

that only pragmatic reason can guide virtue on the way 

of enlightenment. The point of political philosophy, to 

establish sustainable and just order under conditions of 

dynamics of real complexity, lest the world plunges into 

chaos, prioritizes the quality of real fulfillment of the 

„mandate“ 天命 over the name and status of the insti-

tutions. An unjust king is not a king. A just ruler is kingly 

just, even when he or she or it is not called king. This is 

where the way and the hedge converge. 

It would be implausible and unlikely to assume that 

Kant would have granted a carte blanche in support of 

a particular political idea or system. He credited rea-

son and dedicated his work to explore transzendental 

methodology. He was just as close to a mon-archic rule 

or reason as Mencius, without favoring an institutional 

political form or process. There is great merit and diffi-

culty in working out the autonomy base, critical reason 

and humanistic aspiration at work in the Confucian Eth-

ics of the Axial Age, as well as to address inconsistencies 

and contradictions in these schools.38 Like with language, 

in philosophy, political criticism cannot answer to a-his-

toric questions or venture to transplant experiences the 

outcomes of historical practical judgements across cul-

tures. But it can present related observations, to inform 

prospective teleological judgements. To reduce this phil-

38 Roetz, Heiner (1993). Confucian Ethics of the Axial Age. A 
Reconstruction under the Aspect of the Breakthrough Toward 
Postconventional Thinking. Albany: SUNY Press.

osophical task, in preference of a certain historical form 

of political system, would render yet another paradoxical 

and anachronistic service,39 if on a higher level. What can 

be expected from both views, regarding politics, is a con-

tinued reminder of the primacy of moral substance over 

form or pretense, and relentless ethical process, in order 

to critically assess any legitimacy claim. 

A pragmatic approach in philosophy demands that 

we do what we say and say what we do. Through this 

courageous move, towards embracing the faculty of en-

lightenment, philosophy frees us from our self-induced 

immaturity in facing the future. The key lies in our re-

solve to change, to turn to the pursuit of learning pro-

priety and stay focused on true judgement. I would like 

to illustrate this with the discussion of an example, how 

to understand returning to good order as a way towards 

best practice. What is needed is not the claimed own-

ership of a certain political idea, or the privilege to op-

erate within an appealing system design, but the ability 

to philosophize. Judgement means to turn to all relevant 

aspects of things and affairs while keeping a steady bal-

ance in making the law of reason work. 

4 A Case in turn: 克復仁 - How can we Master the 
Turning to Ren?

In the Analects (Lunyu 12.1), Confucius’ opening remark 

in answering his student Yan Yuan’s question about hu-

maneness 仁 (ren) is: 克己復禮為仁, commonly rendered 

as „Mastering oneself and returning to propriety is ren“, 

or, „restrain yourself and return to propriety makes you 

humane“.40 

4.1 To approach the turn 

When we observe that the meaning of a word is not con-

stituted by its reference, but rather by how the word is 

39 Roetz 2013: 299.
40 Originally leaning towards Legge, all translations are mine, ex-
cept when stated otherwise. 
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used,41 we cannot presume to be understanding the 

meaning of these words „as they were originally“ used. 

Neither can we speculate what they meant at their time, 

without introducing a direct connection to the usage. 

From our relative downstream position in time, what we 

may claim, however, is establishing a usage that includes 

our knowledge about how we express meaning, when we 

assume that humans are humans in this regard, experi-

ence is a constant presence that can be referred to. At 

least, we have no means to positively distinguish, knowing 

about our present fellows’ experience of understanding 

truth, from that of the ancients. With this triangulation in 

mind, connecting past and present through the common 

experience (Erlebnis) of knowing something as humans, 

we avoid historicism as well as the pretense of truth as 

being something to be discovered, rather than the work 

of a process of „gold washing“, as explained above. 

With this license, I would now like to offer a transla-

tion that ventures to play out the truth of this passage. 

Rather than a case in point it will be thought of as a case 

in turn, to emphasize the difference between nailing 

down „the truth“, once and for all, and understanding it 

pragmatically, while pursuing it. 

We then must ask ourselves, how do we use these 

words today, including what we know about the margins 

of admissible semantic understandings we have learned, 

about the history and culture of the practice they orig-

inate from. Moreover, how does the arrangement of 

these words in sentences support a truthful interpreta-

tion? Finally, it will become clear that the positive for-

mulation of the translation does not really make a sub-

stantial difference. We may confidently use any solid 

scholarly translation, if we take it upon ourselves to read 

and not consume it, but let it speak to us and keep an 

open mind on learning. The difference lies in owning the 

truth by connecting it with our experience in a meaning-

ful way. The true gain is in the quality of the experience of 

41 Horwich, Paul (2016). Wittgenstein on Truth. Argumenta 2, 1 
(2016): 95–105: 103.

understanding that we can use, when reading or convers-

ing about it in this sense, as homines ludentes in a play.42  

Here is, first, the text, with standard punctuation in-

troduced by Hu Shi in 1919, and James Legge’s transla-

tion.43 It should be noted that, with Western punctuation 

inserted, Chinese writing became structurally hybrid. 

The distinction between symbolic and semantic mark-

ers of structure suggests a linear presentation of the 

argument, as it had been established in European writ-

ing, without attempts at a mediating cultural learning 

process, in the Cultural Movement of May 4, 1919. The 

enforced marriage of Western punctuation with the tra-

ditional Chinese way of writing, the latter including sym-

bolic, syntactic and semantic conventions which need to 

be re-ascertained, at each reading occasion, according to 

context, occurred by ways of submission of a nuanced, 

connotative, poetic stream of expression, under a foreign 

and rigid superstructure. This much less responsive form, 

when recognized, can be acknowledged and ignored at 

the same time, just as we can see through glasses undis-

turbed when focusing on the relevant layer beyond. The 

competent reader will be open, for experiences of un-

derstanding that stimulate the entire array of reasoning 

sensibility. Thereby, the fluidity, rhythm, tone and con-

textual structural clues of the classical text can still be 

observed, by the conscientious reader who understands 

how to turn and search when reading. This is obviously 

not a mysterious task, but a rational learning exercise. 

4.2.1 First reading (Legge) 

顏淵問仁. 子曰: „克己復禮為仁. 一日克己復禮，天下歸仁

焉. 為仁由己，而由人乎哉?“ Yan Yuan asked about perfect 

virtue. The Master said, "To subdue one's self and return 

to propriety, is perfect virtue. If a man can for one day 

subdue himself and return to propriety, all under heav-

42 Huizinga, Johan (1949). Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Ele-
ment in Culture. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.
43 For convenience, this version can be accessed at: https://
ctext.org/analects/yan-yuan . The translations except indicated 
otherwise are mine, OD).
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en will ascribe perfect virtue to him. Is the practice of 

perfect virtue from a man himself, or is it from others?"

顏淵曰: „請問其目.“ Yan Yuan said, "I beg to ask the 

steps of that process."

子曰: „非禮勿視, 非禮勿聽, 非禮勿言, 非禮勿動.“ The 

Master replied, "Look not at what is contrary to propri-

ety; listen not to what is contrary to propriety; speak not 

what is contrary to propriety; make no movement which 

is contrary to propriety."

顏淵曰: „回雖不敏, 請事斯語矣.“  Yan Yuan then said, 

"Though I am deficient in intelligence and vigor, I will 

make it my business to practice this lesson."

When truth is not about 禮 (propriety) as a term, but 

about its use in relation to 仁, we start by asking what 

it tells us to do. Later this will help us in finding ways 

to rephrase this morally and historically loaded term in 

a way that speaks to us plainly. We are told to engage 

with all sensible ways of judgement (look, listen, speak, 

go on), and grasp the relevant experience in relation to 

„propriety“. We are encouraged to gather momentum 

for learning, from our stated natural impulse, to reject 

what is wrong.  

Legge’s translation emphasizes the distance of the 

text as associated with its assumed authority. 仁 is not 

translated but explained as „perfect virtue“. This expla-

nation provides a shortcut for European readers with a 

Christian or Classical education. The „perfect“ contradicts 

the progressive character of learning by doing, that makes 

cultivation a constant practice of improvement. This bias 

is confirmed when we consider the blunt translation of 克

己 as „subdue oneself“, which might appeal as reminis-

cent of certain religious practices, introducing an „false 

friend“ into this discussion. Lexically, „subdue“ is as ad-

missible as „restrain“, however, the experience of subdu-

ing oneself contradicts the actual point of the entire epi-

sode. That is, to encourage the student to master his own 

moral agency. Moreover, in maintaining a grand language, 

Legge misrepresents the frugal stile of the written words. 

Legge takes his license in inserting content, too. 

There is no strong basis in the text for „ascribe - to him“, 

in „all under heaven will ascribe perfect virtue to him“, 

neither verbally nor semantically. 歸 can mean some-

thing in the semantic field, „to gather, go back, belong, 

or marry“, but simply is no dative case. There is nothing 

to contradict Legge either, but there are more plausible 

options that do not demand such a license.

There are, on the other hand, admissible licenses. 

Considering the reader in the 21st Century, the transla-

tion does not need to specifically mention the student’s 

name, 顏淵 Yan Yuan, for the purpose of a philosophical 

understanding, especially because, here he is spoken of, 

too, as a potential role model, not as the historical indi-

vidual. Moreover, to write 仁 or ren in order to highlight 

the cultural distance of this term, doesn’t add relevant 

new information at this point either, but might disrupt 

the reading act, so that the root meaning, humaneness, 

would be preferred. These examples indicate how the 

translation can try to accommodate both, readers’ in-

terest in clarity and translators’ philosophical task, in the 

same move.  

4.2.2 Second reading 

顏淵問仁. 子曰: „克己復禮為仁. 一日克己復禮，天下歸仁

焉. 為仁由己，而由人乎哉?“

A student asked about humaneness. The teacher 

said, „Master yourself, return to propriety, this is hu-

mane. If you can for one day master yourself and return 

to propriety, how should not the whole world regain hu-

maneness! [Now let us consider,] is humaneness some-

thing from one’s self, or is it coming from others?“

顏淵曰: „請問其目.“ 

The student said, „Please explain this plan.“

子曰: „非禮勿視, 非禮勿聽, 非禮勿言, 非禮勿動.“ 

The teacher replied, „When it goes against propriety, 

don’t observe it; when it goes against propriety, don’t 

listen to it; when it goes against propriety, don’t say it; 

when it goes against propriety, don’t set it in motion.“

顏淵曰: „回雖不敏, 請事斯語矣.“  
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The student said, "Me, though not being smart, may I 

act upon these words?“

In this interpretation, the cohesion of nuances of 

the argument stirs up a more coherent impression, that 

here is something interesting to learn. The point of the 

instruction is now obvious. The teacher’s strategy is first, 

to make the student expect that there can be a plan and 

second, to point him towards his own initiative in exercis-

ing his own judgement. First, the „world“ is introduced, as 

all other human beings (under heaven), and a sense of re-

sponsibility elicited. The student accepts that he is imma-

ture but embraces the task, following the model, based 

on confidence in his own, contextually guided judgement. 

The ostentative modesty is not just a token, but acknowl-

edges that being aware of one’s shortcomings contributes 

to the next steps. Thereby, the 克 acquires the sense of 

„pull yourself together“ rather than submission. The rel-

evant plan, 目 (the eye), turns out to be practical advice, 

something to observe and respond to. The student is ask-

ing, not for a manual, but for evidence. 

The order of steps alerts the reader as to intellectual 

details and movements, that serve to illustrate the plan, 

then hands the evidence back to the student. He is in a 

position to reading the situation and to make sense of it is 

a holistic, social affair in which he can refine his practical 

judgement. The first orientation finds a disturbance of 

the embedding norms 非禮 that exist before the individ-

ual can enter the picture. Here, heteronomic teachings 

would rest and leave it all to persuasion and imitating be-

havior. But this is were this teacher just begins. 

The next, naturally easy reaction is, to distance one-

self by closing the eyes (勿視), when confronted with 

evident adversity. Greater effort is required then, not to 

listen (勿聽). Then, responsible action begins to express 

itself, in how we chose to limit our words (勿言). The most 

complex challenge is, finally, how to respond in the face 

of repelling practice, in the process of becoming a social-

ly conscious agent, namely to cease being a cause (勿動) 

when so required. Each step prepares for the following 

one. Only when all these four beginnings of learning have 

been initiated, the holistic motivation and teleology can 

be aligned in a process of self-cultivation that realizes hu-

maneness and thereby reinvigorates the affirmation of 禮, 

through one’s agency. In this sense and manner, humane-

ness comes from the very self that has mastered himself.  

This explorative enlargement is reflected in the ways 

in which the text can be ascribed to relevant persons. 

Depending on the maturity of the reader or student, the 

grammatical subject can be extended, in the abstract or 

communal sense. „I“ can become „we“ or „someone“ or 

„anybody“ or an abstract or institutional „it“. This range 

of options requires that decisions are deliberated and can 

be explained, so that the underlying judgement is taken 

up, into the content of the text, making it communicative 

and showing the patterns of the translation. Not only is 

it not prescribed, which subject interpretation should be 

preferred. Such a decision would limit the actual wealth 

of expression. Ideally, the „plan“ should work for any 

agent who understands 克己, in our contemporary sense 

of self-discipline. 

4.2.3 Third reading 

顏淵問仁. 子曰: „克己復禮為仁. 一日克己復禮，天下歸仁

焉. 為仁由己，而由人乎哉?“

A student asked about humaneness. The teacher 

said, „Master yourself, turn44 to propriety, makes hu-

44 In changing the „return“ to „turn“, I am moving from a con-
servative-traditionalist retrospective outlook on truth, toward 
prospective progression of ways to enable genuine experience 
of understanding. Helmuth Plessner discusses the mental move-
ment of the „eccentric positionality“, through which man differs 
from other life forms. It expresses the double aspect of human-
ity: being humane and physical at the same time. As a physical 
thing, we look like any other thing (and can therefore also be 
viewed empirically), but as a self we are more than that. Man 
"has" himself and is noticeable to himself, he "expresses" himself 
and knows about himself. (Plessner 1981: 161) "He not only lives 
and experiences, but he experiences his experience". (Plessner 
1981: 364) This is the prerequisite for a Me to be able to see 
himself as an actor in the first place. To „turn“ then means to 
pay attention to the experience of experiencing understanding. 
(Plessner, Helmuth (1981): "Die Stufen des Organischen und der 
Mensch. Einführung in die philosophische Anthropologie". In 
Dux, G, Marquard, O, Ströker, E.. (Ed.) (1981): Plessner, Helmuth: 
Gesammelte Schriften. Volume IV, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.)
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maneness. If for one day you master yourself by turning 

to propriety, all under heaven can regain humaneness 

like this. [Now consider,] is humaneness coming from 

one’s self, or from others?“

顏淵曰: „請問其目.“ 

The student said, „Please show me how this looks 

like."

子曰: „非禮勿視, 非禮勿聽, 非禮勿言, 非禮勿動.“ 

The teacher replied, „What goes against propriety, 

you must not observe; what goes against propriety, you 

must not hear; what goes against propriety, you must not 

say; what goes against propriety, you must not do.“

顏淵曰: „回雖不敏, 請事斯語矣.“  

The student said, "Please allow me, though not being 

competent, to act upon your advice.“

This exercise in layering plausible translations in an 

evolving hermeneutic narrative of reading-reflection can 

be continued. The versions are not intended to contra-

dict the previous reading but to tease out a truthful for-

mulation that the reader can embrace and extend within 

his own mindset. After the first three reading steps, can 

we be confident that we can follow the plan? Or do we 

feel uncertain, because of the translation of the words? 

4.3 Interpretive context 

Although the Core Measure 中庸 clearly states that, 

„The Way is something that cannot45 be left even for an 

instant. What can be left is different from the Way“ (道

45 Lexically, 不可 can be translated as „cannot“ or „may not“ 
or „should not“ be, though there would be stronger options, 
to express a clear imperative. This distinction is, however not 
following the Chinese semantic but the Latin grammar. Based on 
Latin grammar, the related factual and normative statements 
should be logically discriminated. Thereby, we are reminded 
that translators are challenged to suggest a formulation that 
brings the Is and the Ought together within one train of thought 
without committing the naturalistic fallacy, or to ontologize 
ethics (Paul, Gregor (1996): "Grundprobleme idealistischer und 
neokonfuzianischer (Li xue) Philosophie. Die Ontologisierung 
der Ethik, Tradition, Moderne und Humanität". In: R.A. Mall / 
N. Schneider: Ethik und Politik aus interkultureller Sicht. Amster-
dam – Atlanta: Rodopi, 183–197.) This strategy is accommodat-
ed by the teleologically regulated openness of a transzendental 
approach. When we respond to Is with an Ought that includes 
an imperative to reform the Is accordingly. The seeming logical 
impasse is resolved with time.  

也者, 不可須臾離也, 可離非道也.)46, there is no illusion 

in the Confucian classics about the human capability to 

keep the balance on the Way. Without guidance, espe-

cially those who do not show Yan Yuan’s sense of humili-

ty, we are lost. For example, Zhongyong says,

子曰： “人皆曰‘予知’，驱而纳诸罟擭陷阱之中，

而莫之知辟也。人皆曰‘予知’，择乎中庸，而不能期

月守也“.47

The Master said, „Everyone says, I know!‘ But if they 

go out and then see themselves caught in a noose or a 

trap, they don't know how to escape. All people say, ‚I 

know!‘ However, once they find the Core Measure 中庸, 

they can't even keep it for a month."

Roetz explains the architecture of the interdepen-

dent reasoning about humaneness and social norms 禮 

that he calls rites or system of rites , in Lunyu 12.1, with 

reference to Lunyu 3.3 (人而不仁，如禮何):    

Humaneness „can become the corrective of all role 

rules as defined in the canon of rites, without simply 

abolishing this canon. Lunyu 12.1 and 3.3 determine the 

relation of ren 仁 and li 禮 as complementarity:

If you don't have humanity as a human being, 
what do you want with morality? (Lunyu 3.3)

Lunyu 12.1 should therefore not be understood in such a 

way that humanity has nothing more to add to the obser-

vance of role-specific morality rules and rather exists in it. 

Lunyu 3.3 also states that the rite canon loses its meaning 

if humanity is not already assumed, in a heuristic sense. 

This means that a moral life can only be justified if it does 

not violate the commandments of humanity, that is, 

when the role bearer is at the same time a human being 

46 中庸 1: For convenience, this version can be accessed at: htt-
ps://ctext.org/liji/zhong-yong. (The translations except indicat-
ed otherwise are mine, OD). There are numerous translations of 
中庸, here I deliberately suggest a new one that emphasizes the 
ambiguity and fluidity of the name of a self-explaining learning 
program for cultivation. To acknowledge the ambiguity does 
not suggest ambivalence, because the normative direction is 
well defined. 
47 中庸 7: For convenience, this version can be accessed at: htt-
ps://ctext.org/liji/zhong-yong. (The translations except indicat-
ed otherwise are mine, OD). 
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and thus the role behavior is morally controlled. It also 

means that the system of rites is taken under the care 

of the moral man, by an autonomous conviction coming 

‚from oneself‘ (you ji 由己). The ‚Return to the li‘ shows a 

solidarity with the endangered tradition, which, despite 

all its problems, makes our existence possible, which in 

itself is a commandment of humanity.“48

My own assessment of this clause from Lunyu 12.1 

reads 克己 as the task, to work along the lines of one’s 

self-cultivation, in view of our „good nature“ 性善 (simi-

lar to self-cultivation 修身), and 復禮 as a proper means 

to this end. Accordingly, 復 does not mean „return" as 

retrograding or restoring some „good old ways“, but to 

pursue a progressive course of continuity. Our attention 

shall then turn to judge, what is good, as an ongoing pro-

cess - like weaving a piece of texture: connecting past, 

present and future, an interlacing practice, working out 

the classic thread 經 of making sense, promoting whole-

some practice in a healthy, just and orderly world. Weav-

ing the classical thread is not merely a means to serve 

others or abstract duties, but firstly a means to revise 

and ascertain one’s own performance. Thereby, enlight-

enment is aligned with self-strengthening and an imper-

ative for action.

This constructive hermeneutic is further corroborat-

ed when we consider that 為 does not just mean „is“ but 

indicates a synthetic act, such as „to make“. Thus 仁 is 

clearly not a state or substance that could be ordained 

or claimed, but a quality that requires adherence, contin-

ued social agency in the co-authorship of good practice.  

Consistently, Heiner Roetz interprets 克己 keji in the 

context of alienation under conditions of existential dis-

order, as the turning point, in order to re-ascertain one’s 

own moral standing and to reconfirm the rites 復禮 fuli 

48 Roetz, Heiner (2018). „Nur ein Rollenträger oder auch ein 
Mensch? Überlegungen zur Doppelstruktur der konfuzianischen 
Ethik“. Hans-Christian Günther (Hrsg.) Menschenbilder Ost und 
West, East and West. Philosophy, ethics, politics and human 
rights. Nordhausen: Verlag Traugott Bautz. 263-334. (My trans-
lation.)

in terms of an ethics of responsibility. Accordingly, 仁 is 

pursued through the imperative that determines the pos-

sibility of an orderly, peaceful and just society. Actively 

owning this quality provides every individual with the ca-

pacity to support humaneness in general by being truly 

oneself in particular. 

The reading of Lunyu 12.1 as a program to turn a 

quartet of negative impulses into positive action ac-

knowledges the influence of Mengzi 2a6.49 This passage 

illustrates, how 仁 depends upon an integrated dialecti-

cal effort to accommodate and absorb the experience of 

understanding virtue and principle, within the horizon of 

49 孟子曰：「人皆有不忍人之心。先王有不忍人之心，斯有不忍
人之政矣。以不忍人之心，行不忍人之政，治天下可運之掌上。
所以謂人皆有不忍人之心者，今人乍見孺子將入於井，皆有怵惕
惻隱之心。非所以內交於孺子之父母也，非所以要譽於鄉黨朋友
也，非惡其聲而然也。由是觀之，無惻隱之心，非人也；無羞惡之
心，非人也；無辭讓之心，非人也；無是非之心，非人也。惻隱之
心，仁之端也；羞惡之心，義之端也；辭讓之心，禮之端也；是非
之心，智之端也。人之有是四端也，猶其有四體也。有是四端而
自謂不能者，自賊者也；謂其君不能者，賊其君者也。凡有四端
於我者，知皆擴而充之矣，若火之始然，泉之始達。苟能充之，
足以保四海；苟不充之，不足以事父母。」  
Legge translates: „Mencius said, 'All men have a mind which can-
not bear to see the sufferings of others. 'The ancient kings had 
this commiserating mind, and they, as a matter of course, had 
likewise a commiserating government. When with a commiserat-
ing mind was practised a commiserating government, to rule the 
kingdom was as easy a matter as to make anything go round in 
the palm. When I say that all men have a mind which cannot bear 
to see the sufferings of others, my meaning may be illustrated 
thus: even now-a-days, if men suddenly see a child about to fall 
into a well, they will without exception experience a feeling of 
alarm and distress. They will feel so, not as a ground on which 
they may gain the favour of the child's parents, nor as a ground on 
which they may seek the praise of their neighbours and friends, 
nor from a dislike to the reputation of having been unmoved by 
such a thing. From this case we may perceive that the feeling of 
commiseration is essential to man, that the feeling of shame and 
dislike is essential to man, that the feeling of modesty and com-
plaisance is essential to man, and that the feeling of approving 
and disapproving is essential to man. The feeling of commiser-
ation is the principle of benevolence. The feeling of shame and 
dislike is the principle of righteousness. The feeling of modesty 
and complaisance is the principle of propriety. The feeling of ap-
proving and disapproving is the principle of knowledge. Men have 
these four principles just as they have their four limbs. When 
men, having these four principles, yet say of themselves that they 
cannot develop them, they play the thief with themselves, and 
he who says of his prince that he cannot develop them plays the 
thief with his prince. Since all men have these four principles in 
themselves, let them know to give them all their development 
and completion, and the issue will be like that of fire which has 
begun to burn, or that of a spring which has begun to find vent. 
Let them have their complete development, and they will suffice 
to love and protect all within the four seas. Let them be denied 
that development, and they will not suffice for a man to serve 
his parents with.“ Cf. https://ctext.org/mengzi/gong-sun-chou-i . 
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one’s 心. This heart-mind represents the internal cultur-

al-sensible sphere that vitalizes meaning. 仁 is not just a 

duty, virtue or principle, but also effective and self-ex-

plaining practice guidance. We know, want, feel and un-

derstand, how humaneness is good, in a sense that every 

one can relate to it, in action and thought. If we decide 

to adhere to it, once we have established the momentum 

of empowering self-limitation, 非禮勿視, 非禮勿聽, 非禮

勿言, 非禮勿動. 

A compassionate heart50 is the starting position for 

humaneness, 惻隱之心, 仁之端也, the self as the expe-

rience-center of a web of causality and reasoning that 

weaves subjective biographies. For the individual moral 

agent, 仁 is rooted in anthropology: everyone has a heart-

mind that is alarmed for compassion, 皆有怵惕惻隱之心; 

we cannot but need to do something about a fundamen-

tal, unnatural wrong, that is, human suffering 不忍人之心. 

Compassion is a feeling to strangers in the sense of cultur-

ally or socially unrelated individuals (rendering the „child“ 

a perfect stranger). It is not an acquired knowledge. This 

description is not a proposition but ventures to express 

a human natural law, seen as our reason-nature. Moral, 

aesthetic and epistemic suffering is not a passive, pathet-

ic experience, but active - a proper English term could be 

sym-passion rather than compassion, like the role of a mu-

sician contributing to orchestral harmony by actively doing 

his best and not just letting the instrument resonate, like a 

sounding board depending on others. This way, autonomy 

as self-legislation according to non-heteronomous norms 

can be exercised and conceived, integrating individual 

contributions and transcending their value. 

50 “Here we are, with two different conceptions of compassion. 
The one, which is of weak mind and sentimental, rather an im-
patience of the heart”, to get rid of as quickly as possible off 
the shameful excitement over someone else's misfortune; this 
compassion that is rather not a com-passion but an instinctive 
rejection of others' pain, not allowing it to affect my soul. And 
there is the other one, which only counts, the non-sentimental 
but creative compassion. It knows what it wants, it resolves me 
to endure, with patience and charity, all that it takes, to exhaust 
myself beyond any limit of self-concern [to partake in this suf-
fering].” Translated from Stefan Zweig, Ungeduld des Herzens, 
Kapitel 1 [Impatient heart].

5 The Endgame 

What kind of game is it that we play when we take a prag-

matic approach, to read „Kant and Confucius“ in a dis-

cussion of truth? It is disciplined and free, pre-occupied 

and open-minded, sober and exciting, frustrating and 

encouraging. It is a game of understanding that we win 

only while playing and that we understand only when we 

experience progress. On this abstract level, little remains 

of truth. But that little is precious. We cultivate the rules 

that have become truth in our languages. 

Pragmatically, we are thereby enriching ourselves 

and each others. When we adjust expectation by inspec-

tion, and perception by exploration, there will hardly be 

certain facts that we won’t argue about. But we will be 

confident in the argument. What we lack in dogma, we 

gain in methodology. When we stop to define our posi-

tion, it is just another opportunity to judge and decide, 

how to turn and where to move next. 

In this way, translating connects individuals who 

emerge from introspective dialogue with cultural col-

lectives that try to make sense. Patience, respect and 

generosity provide a spirit of humor that binds together 

clear and strict sentences of judgement. The nuances of 

serious irony that help us pay attention, to cultivate the 

subtleties of conversations about the gravest, most exis-

tential and intractable problems of humankind, may car-

ry us on, to a unified effort to use the diversity of human 

knowledge, rather than give up hope.

In the above, I have demonstrated that a her-

meneutic understanding of pragmatism, as an ex-

pression of universal thinking, offers an effective 

and efficient approach, to escape monocultures 

and conformity, in the search for wholesome coop-

eration. If not only for its reason and ethics, it could 

be for the beauty of good practice, that we find our 

ways out of the silos of disciplines and identities, to 

turn humane.
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