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In response to a question asked by his best disciple about jen, Confucius answered,
“To conquer yourself (k’e-chi) and return to property (sic) (fu-I) is jen.” It seems
justifiable to begin the discussion with this quotation, for the three key concepts or
issues involved here are most relevant to our purpose. However, difficulties also
arise from the very beginning. The concept of k'e-chi may be rendered as “to
conquer oneself,” but the special connotation in English is quite misleading. The
Confucian idea does not mean that one should engage in a bitter struggle with one’s
own corporeal desires. It suggests instead that one should fulfill them in an ethical
context. The concept of k'e-chi is in fact closely linked to the concept of self-
cultivation (hsiu-shen). Indeed, they are practically identical.

The Chinese phrase fu-li also conveys wider and more profound implications
than its translation, “return to propriety,” would suggest. First of all, /i refers
generally to norms and standards of proper behavior in a social, ethical, or even
religious context. And the word fu does not mean passively responding to a given
situation. Arthur Waley renders the whole idea as “to submit to rituals,” which
seems completely indefensible. Actually, fu-/i means to bring oneself in line with /.
Instead of passive submission, it implies active participation. The concepts of k’e-chi
and fu-li may seem elusive, but among the three, jen is probably still the most
difficult to grasp. Although it has been freely translated as benevolence, charity,
humanity, love, human-heartedness, and goodness, none is really satisfactory. It
seems that the best way to approach the concept of jen is to regard it first of all as
the virtue of the highest order in the value system of Confucianism. In other words,
Jen gives “meaning” to all the other ethical norms that perform integrative functions
in a Confucian society.

Therefore, it seems necessary to take different levels of meaning into
consideration as we tackle these issues. Roughly, we can consider jer as a concept of
personal morality in classical Confucianism and of metaphysical justification in
Confucianism, and [ as basically a concept of social relations. It should be pointed
out, however, that such a generalization is only useful for analytical purposes. First,
the great minds that brought forth these concepts were not necessarily aware of
these categories themselves. Secondly, even if unconsciously or implicitly they did
follow such distinctions, their main concern was the “harmony” and not the
“tension” among them. Accordingly, by stressing “tension,” we do not intend to
contradict the main concern of the ancient philosophers. Rather, we wish to show
that the “harmony” with which they were concerned had a very complicated
symphonic structure. Indeed, ordinary ears were not accustomed to it. Of course, we
face the danger of injecting too much meaning into the age-old text, but our primary
emphasis is not textual criticism — although it is crucial to a study like this — out(sic)
the possible range of flexibility that the text may endure. However, we must be
careful not to jump into the other extreme of pure speculation. With these
considerations, we proceed to the discussion of jer.

*Quoted from Tu Wei-ming, Humanity and Self-Cultivation: Essays in Confucian Thought
(Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1979), pp. 6-7.
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