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The Self, Refracted: 
A New Confucian Approach to Respect



WEGGEBEIZT vom
Strahlenwind deiner Sprache
das bunte Gerede des An-
erlebten – das hundert-
züngige Mein-
gedicht, das Genicht.

Paul Celan (1920-1970)



Tief
in der Zeitenschrunde,
beim
Wabeneis
wartet, ein Atemkristall,
dein unumstößliches
Zeugnis.



Etched off by
the solar wind of your speech,
the gaudy chit-chat of the all-but-
experienced – the hundred-
tongued per–
poem, the no–em.



Deep
in the fissure of time,

by
hexaform ice

waits, a crystal of breath,
your final and binding

credential.

Trans. Y. Chen/B. Steipe



Respect 敬：
A Phenomenological 
Approach



Intentionality



子曰：「道千乘之國：敬事而信，
節用而愛人，使民以時。」

Analects 1.5.

The Master said, “To rule a country of a thousand 
chariots, there must be reverent attention to 
business, and sincerity; economy in expenditure, 
and love for men; and the employment of the 
people at the proper seasons.” 

(Trans. James Legge)



樊遲問知，子曰：「務民之義，敬鬼神而遠之，
可謂知矣。」

Fan Chi asked what constituted wisdom. The Master said, “To 
give one’s self earnestly to the duties due to men, and, while 
respecting spiritual beings, to keep aloof from them, may be 
called wisdom.” (Trans. James Legge)

Analects 6.22



食不厭精，膾不厭細。食饐而餲，魚餒而肉敗，不食。色
惡，不食。臭惡，不食。失飪，不食。不時，不食。割不
正，不食。不得其醬，不食。肉雖多，不使勝食氣。惟酒
無量，不及亂。沽酒市脯不食。不撤薑食。不多食。祭於
公，不宿肉。祭肉不出三日。出三日，不食之矣。食不語
，寢不言。雖疏食菜羹，必祭，必齊如也。



He did not demand his rice to be superbly polished or his meat and fish 
to be finely minced. He did not eat rice that was spoiled, nor fish or 
meat that was rotten. He did not eat if the food was discolored, or it 
smelled bad. He did not eat anything that was improperly cooked or 
during periods other than regular mealtime. He did not eat meat if the 
animal was not properly slain, nor did he eat what was served without 
the right sauce. Though there might be plenty of meat, he would not eat 
more of it than rice. 



Only with alcohol did he set no limit, though not to the point of disorienting 
himself. Wine and dry meat purchased from the marketplace he would not eat. He 
would not remove ginger from his food, though he would not eat too much of it. 
During a court sacrifice, he would not keep the meat overnight (su rou 宿肉). 
Sacrificial meat could not be used three days after it was prepared. Beyond three 
days, he would not eat it. When eating, he would not converse (yu 語). When 
lying in bed, he would not talk (yan 言). Even when he had only coarse rice and 
vegetable soup, he would always (bi 必) offer them as sacrifice, and he always did 
so as if he were fasting. (Analects 10.8-10.11; trans. Ni, 2017, pp. 251-254 )



The Phenomenology of Respect: 
With special attention to Kant, Scheler, and Confucianism

Yinghua Lu

Asian Philosophy, 2017, Vol. 27, No.2. 112-126



The image of Holy Rite as a metaphor of human existence 
brings foremost to our attention the dimension of the holy in 
man’s existence [...] 

Rites brings out forcefully not only the harmony and beauty of 
social norms, the inherent and ultimate dignity of human 
intercourse; it also brings out the moral perfection implicit in 
achieving one’s ends by dealing with others as beings of equal 
dignity, as free co-participants in li.  (Fingarette, 1972, p.16; Lu, 2017, 
p.123)



Is “Respect” emotional?



In the meanwhile I discussed the matter over with a nun whose judgment 
and goodness surpass any other sister’s, motivated as she is by good zeal 
rather than by emotion or personal interest.

Emotion: A Disturbing Aspect of Thought

Sister Maria Celeste’s Letter to Her Father, Galileo: p.21



Lǐ禮 as an aesthetic phenomenon



Aesthetics of Simplicity



Gaps and Fissures



Xīng興也。關關，和聲也。雎鳩，王雎也，鳥摯而有別。[...]

箋云：摯之言至也，謂王雎之鳥，雌雄情意至然而有別 (from their deepest 
emotion arises the most respectful differentiation).



“Life as Form: How 
Biomimesis Encountered 
Buddhism in Lu Xun”

Lydia Liu, 2009

The Journal of Asian 
Studies, 68.1: 21-54



“Gender Oppression” in the Confucian “Old China”

Lu Xun (1881-1936)“The New Year Sacrifice” (1924)



“This poor woman, abandoned by people in the dust as a 
tiresome and worn-out toy, once left her own imprint in the 
dust, and those who enjoy life must have wondered at her for 
wishing to prolong her existence; but now at least she has been 
swept clear by eternity. Whether spirits exist or not I do not 
know; but in the present world when a meaningless existence 
ends, so that someone whom others are tired of seeing is no 
longer seen, it is just as well, both for the individual concerned 
and for others.”



While “The New 
Year Sacrifice” is 
often read as an 
exposure of 
Confucian gender 
oppression, Liu 
considers it as Lu 
Xun’s personal 
inquiry on the gaps 
and fissures 
between traditional 
Chinese and 
Western values.



Liu discusses how Lu Xun, inspired by Ernst 
Haeckel’s recapitulation theory of  developmental 
biology, translated “life-germ” as a neologism 
renya人芽 (human-(plant)seedling), adapted from the 
original Japanese (ningen no me 人間の芽). 



One of the most 
interesting thoughts that 
follow from this 
encounter, yet to be 
developed, is the potential 
for “biomimesis” in the 
cultural domain: could 
(and should) our cultural 
system emulate and adopt 
the deeper principles of 
nature, rather than simply 
imitating nature’s 
superficial appearance? 



Encounter: 
Cultural or Personal?



Shades and Hues: 
Phenomenology 
of Perception



One can generally obtain any color by juxtaposing rather than mixing 
the colors which make it up, thereby achieving a more vibrant hue. [...] 
But at the same time, depicting the atmosphere and breaking up the 
tones submerged the object and caused it to lose its proper weight. 
(Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cézanne’s Doubt”)



The Composition of 
Cézanne’s palette leads 
one to suppose that he 
had another aim. 
Instead of the seven 
colors of the spectrum, 
one finds eighteen 
colors –– six reds, 
five yellows, 
three blues, 
three greens and 
black. 











Why does it matter?



Responding to such cultural biomimesis, an aesthetic vision 
that respects the fissures in and between relationships of 
human beings and among species can reshape the concept of 
“human-seedling” in a context of emotional, perceptual, and 
intellectual shades and hues of hierarchies and order. 



In this framework, I propose to reanalyze the May 4th 
movement as refracting such an immanent, resilient aspect 
of the self –– a self that may not be restricted to human-
being, but being “humane” –– into its components. Their 
re-synthesis lets the self emerge from the tension between 
personal emotion and social responsibility, not simply as a 
single “human”, but as a contribution to the planet as a 
whole.



I see the possibility, once again in history, that (Confucian) 

philosophy can provide us not only with a hope, ...



... but also with a 
sense of 
wonder that 
we do not only 
exist, but truly, 
happily and 
beautifully live 
together. 
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Dr. Yi Chen
Assistant Professor of 
Confucian Philosophy
Bond University, 
Australia
ychen@bond.edu.au
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