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Introduction  
 

1. Background and Research Questions  

Climate change is becoming increasingly recognized as an intergenerational issue. 

This is because it causes long-term and sometimes irreversible effects across 

generations, which may put present and future generations into jeopardy. In his well-

known book A Perfect Moral Storm: The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change, 

philosopher Stephen Gardiner recognizes climate change as an “intergenerational 

storm”, because it has seriously lagged effects. That is, the current effects of climate 

change are results of Greenhouse gases (GHGs) emissions from the past, and our 

present emissions will have long-term consequences for future generations (Gardiner 

2011, 143–84). Carbon dioxide for instance – the most important GHG which causes 

climate change – can stay in the atmosphere for 5 to 200 years. The fifth assessment 

report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) explains the 

emergency and long-term impact of climate change. Our current emissions can 

largely determine the global temperature for the next 100 years and beyond. 

Predictions on future emissions can be vastly different, depending on both socio-

economic development and climate policy. The rising magnitudes of the warming 

climate increase the risk of severe and, in some cases, irreversible harmful effects on 

people and ecosystems, including the extinction of a large number of species, and 

dangers concerning food security in the future. It is expected that the climate will 

continue heating up beyond 2100, and that, even if we succeed in living carbon free 

from now on, global temperatures will probably remain at a high level for a long 

time after that (IPCC 2014, 8,13,16,18).  

By regarding climate change as an intergenerational moral issue, this 

dissertation takes the scientific consensus on the anthropogenic nature of climate 

change as a starting point, in particular the assumption that the changing climate has 
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been largely caused by the consumption of fossil fuels
1
. Also, this dissertation is 

based on the assumption that climate change threatens the fundamental interests of 

human beings in the present and future, including their health, life, subsistence, and 

the capacity to attain a reasonable standard of living (Caney 2011, 78).  

The threats caused by climate change and its long-term effects put moral 

responsibilities on present generations to alter this situation and mitigate the possible 

harms that are inflicted on the fundamental interests of future people. However, the 

question on how to conceptualize this intergenerational responsibility is far from 

clear. Therefore, this dissertation attempts to philosophically investigate how to 

make sense of the moral justification for these intergenerational responsibilities. It 

will look for reasons, from different moral traditions, which may explain why we 

should accept the idea of moral responsibilities to future generations. Systematic 

research of this subject should also answer the following related questions: what 

responsibilities do we owe to future generations? Who should be the bearers of these 

duties and how should the duties to future generations be distributed? The inquiry 

for these questions will be conducted in the context of human rights theory, which is 

dominant in the current moral discourse underlying the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR) and international law and politics. Another approach I will 

take in this dissertation is Confucianism, which is an influential philosophical 

tradition in China and other parts of Asia. Because both approaches comprise various 

theories, the study of their views on intergenerational relationships has to be 

grounded in an intensive study of Confucianism and the human rights approach, and 

their concepts of moral responsibilities in general. Furthermore, I am interested in 

comparing both outlooks to examine how intergenerational relationship are 

approached from these two seemingly very different normative starting points. This 

comparison would contribute an important normative insight into the contemporary 

discourse on solutions for climate change and other environmental issues. The 

                                                   
1
 I will not engage in a detailed discussion of this assumption. There are surveys from ethicists 

which contain more in-depth discussions of the scientific opinions on the nature of climate 

change. For instance (Arnold 2011, 1–15). 
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secondary goal of this comparison is to contribute insight into the growing debate in 

comparative philosophy between Confucianism and human rights theory.  

As will become clear, it is not an easy task to conceptualize intergenerational 

responsibility. On the one hand, climate change is a product of a large scale of 

collective failures with regard to the GHGs emissions by all nations. The 

consequences, however, such as the changing pattern of rainfalls, hurricanes, flood 

and sea level rises, have affected different regions differently. These affects are the 

results of aggregated harm contributed by all nations, and of unintentional harm, that 

is, the bad consequences mentioned above are also largely the result of activities 

which are not intrinsically bad
2
. Because of the collective nature of climate change, 

it is necessary to reconstruct our understanding of responsibility, i.e. whether its 

scope is restricted to direct causal harm, and whether the notion of moral 

responsibility only applies to contemporary societies.  

On the other hand, the difficulties to clarify responsibilities to future 

generations also stem from the ambiguities of understanding intergenerational 

relationships in many moral theories, because the notion of intergenerational 

responsibilities has been generally underdeveloped. In addition, many features of 

intergenerational relationships challenge our ordinary understanding of 

responsibility. A demonstration of this can be found in, for instance, Parfit’s famous 

non-identity problem (Parfit 1982), which challenges our intuitions on harming or 

benefiting effects in the future. Because some of our present decisions will affect the 

identity of those who will exist in the future, some decisions we make, which seem 

harmful to future generations, may not make anyone worse off. This paradox may 

seriously challenge the idea that there could be such a thing as intergenerational 

responsibility, because it may be difficult for present generations to know which of 

their decisions will actually benefit people of future generations. This question will 

be addressed in Chapter 2 (section 2.5). Of course, in addition to this kind of 

challenge, intergenerational responsibility also faces other problems, such as the 

                                                   
2
 In Chapter 3 of this dissertation (section 3.4.2), I will discuss climate change as a “new harm” 

in more detail.  
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non-existence problem and the non-interactional problem. These problems may 

present different kinds of obstacles for different moral theories in developing a 

notion of intergenerational moral thinking
3
.  

I have chosen human rights theory as one of the approaches of this dissertation, 

firstly, because the concept of human rights is one of the basic norms by which 

current political and social injustices are addressed, and secondly because human 

rights theory is especially effective in protecting the most essential interests of 

human beings over other concerns. Climate change is also increasingly being 

recognized as a human rights issue, because it violates a range of human rights which 

are internationally recognized as worthy of protection and will continue to do so in 

the future. However, whether human rights theory can adequately respond to the 

intergenerational issue is controversial. The non-identity problem and non-existence 

problem both amount to important challenges to the integration of the concept of 

intergenerational responsibility in this approach. Moreover, human rights theory has 

also been criticized for not being able to provide a full intergenerational moral theory. 

These critics believe that the right-based theory only focuses on preventing 

intergenerational harm; as a result, it could not provide a specific answer with regard 

to what should we be left for future generations (De-Shalit 1995, 119; Thompson 

2009, 26–28). In response to these challenges, I will defend human rights theory on 

the basis of the idea that it could provide a plausible understanding of 

intergenerational responsibilities to future generations. Certainly, the argument for 

this necessarily stars from an interpretation of human rights theory, because there 

can be various ways to understand the concept of human rights and correlative duties. 

I will defend an agency-based approach as the most convincing interpretation of 

human rights theory.  

A similar discussion applies to Confucianism as well. It is increasingly debated 

how Confucianism and its value in modern society should be understood. This 

dissertation's analysis of Confucianism will start from defending the Modern 

                                                   
3
 For more detailed discussions of these challenges see (Gosseries and Meyer 2009). 
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Confucian view as the most authentic interpretation of Confucianism. Although the 

ecological values of Confucianism have increasingly attracted philosophical interest, 

very few systematic attempts have been made to analyze intergenerational 

relationships according to this philosophical line of thought, especially in the context 

of climate change. However, Confucianism has significant intellectual resources 

which can offer us important insights into this issue. Apart from this, incorporating 

the Confucian view into the discourse on intergenerational responsibility with regard 

to climate change also has political significance. China plays an increasingly 

significant role in global efforts to combat climate change. In addition, the 

development of China’s climate policy and transformation to a low-carbon society 

is part of a comprehensive transformation to an ecological civilization. This 

transformation demands that we reconsider the current approaches to development 

and China's current value system. Chinese ancient philosophical thought, such as 

Confucianism and Daoism, are the important intellectual resources for this 

transformation.     

Before I turn to the summaries of each chapter, I would like to address some 

conceptual matters. First, the concept of future generations in this analysis includes 

coming generations whose lives will come to overlap with contemporary lives. It 

also includes distant generations that will come into existence, but whose lives will 

not overlap with the lives of contemporary generations. That is, we may not come to 

have a direct relationship with these future generations, but our present decisions and 

actions could impose certain effects on them.  

Second, in describing the research question, I use the term moral responsibility 

to represent something that we ought to do as a matter of duty. The terms “duty” and 

“obligation” are also interchangeably used in this sense, but it should be noted that 

there are also cases in which these terms have a different meaning. The statement 

“person A has a duty to do X” and the statement “person A has an obligation to do 

X” are in most cases equivalent to the statement “person A must do X”. In the 

Chinese language, these two terms have the same translation, namely “Yiwu (义务)” 

which is often correlated with the term “rights”. The statements above imply 
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something that person A has to obey, and that other people could legitimately require 

from person A. Nevertheless, there are also many philosophers who maintain that 

there is a distinction between a duty and an obligation (Mish’alani 1969; Whiteley 

1952; Brandt 1964). For instance, according to Mish’alani, duties are often attached 

to one’s social position: a teacher should perform his/her teaching duties. Obligation, 

however, is often created from a special relationship or commitment that someone 

voluntarily joined, such as the relationship and commitment between employer and 

employee. The employer has an obligation to pay salary to the employee, and the 

employee has an obligation to work for the company (Mish’alani 1969, 33–36). 

Although duties and obligations can have potentially different meanings in many 

philosophical discussions, I will use duty and obligation interchangeably in this 

dissertation. Especially in my discussion of human rights theory, duty, as the 

correlative concept of human rights, will be the dominant term in addressing the 

question why and what we owe to future generations. Different from duty and 

obligation, according to Feinberg, the term “responsibility” contains the meaning of 

discretion, although all three terms in some way indicate that one ought to take 

liability (Feinberg 1966, 140–41). In the Chinese language, responsibility is 

“Zeren(责任)”. This concept fits in the framework of Confucian ethics when we 

refer to something that ought to be done. The performance of responsibilities could 

include that something must be done, but also that something should be done in a 

way that does not necessarily require a form of compliance. Thus, in this dissertation, 

moral responsibility is used as a general concept which also incorporates duty and 

obligation. When I use the term moral responsibility, it could refer to a concept which 

is correlative to rights, while it could also refer to responsibilities which are not 

correlative to any rights. Also, in discussing the Confucian view on what 

contemporary generations owe to future generations, the concept of responsibility 

will serve as the main term.  

 

 

 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 17PDF page: 17PDF page: 17PDF page: 17

Introduction 

 

7 

 

2. Chapter Summaries 

The dissertation consists of six chapters. Chapter One begins by providing an 

overview of the development of China’s climate policy, and the changing position 

of the Chinese government in the climate negotiations during the development of 

international discourses. The aim of this policy analysis is not only to provide 

background knowledge of the international discourse on climate change, but also to 

explore the underlying norms that determined how responsibilities were 

conceptualized within the decisions of the Chinese government over the past thirty 

years. This chapter demonstrates that since 2010s, the Chinese government has 

become much more active and positive in making a GHGs emissions reduction 

commitment. This transformation took place in the context of a strategic decision to 

promote an ‘ecological civilization’. The transformation to this ecological 

civilization has demanded a fundamental change of the developmental approach and 

China's current value system. It has also required a commitment to balance the 

interests of present and future generations. However, the meaning of 

intergenerational relationships still remains ambiguous. The analysis also finds out 

that despite these changes, the Chinese government has continued to prioritize the 

rights of present generations to be free from poverty. This analysis of the basic norms 

which underlie China’s climate policy demonstrates the necessity of clarifying how 

Chinese philosophical thought conceptualizes intergenerational relationships, as 

well as the relationship between intergenerational concerns and the protection of 

individual rights in the transformation of the value system.  

The next two chapters take up the examination of human rights theory and its 

position on intergenerational responsibilities. The aim is to argue that human rights 

theory could provide an adequate justification of moral responsibilities to future 

generations. Chapter Two first focuses on examining the meaning of human rights 

of future generations. This examination is carried out by means of a 

personhood/agency-based approach to human rights, which says that human rights 

are intended to protect the necessary conditions for normative agency, namely the 
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capacity of agents to choose and act upon their own choices. In response to the non-

existence problem, it argues that climate change will jeopardize the future rights of 

future generations. Moreover, it will be argued that these future rights can impose 

duties on us, because no matter who will be born in the future, it is morally 

condemnable to deprive the members of future generations of their necessary 

conditions for normative agency.  

Chapter Three will focus on correlative duties to future generations. It shows 

that according to the agency-based approach, our responsibilities to future 

generations consist of ensuring that the members of future generations will possess 

adequate conditions and resources to be normative agents. To be more specific, it 

maintains that what we should pass on to future generations should go beyond a mere 

focus on creating just institutions and distributions of all kinds of capital. It endorses 

the distinctiveness of ecological responsibilities to future generations. For the 

distribution of these intergenerational duties among different moral agents, 

promoting the primacy role of institutional duties is a plausible solution for climate 

change as a collective failure. The primary duties of individuals are promoting and 

maintaining just institutions. In addition, if the institutions would fail to act, 

individual agents also have secondary duties to reduce their own GHGs emissions.  

Chapters Four and Five turn to the examination of Confucianism. In Chapter 

Four, I defend the interpretation of Confucianism in line with the School of Modern 

Confucianism as opposed to Confucian role ethics. Confucian role ethics argues that 

moral responsibilities are derived from one’s social role and relevant social 

principles. However, according to the understanding of Modern Confucianism, the 

concept of moral responsibility fundamentally stems from the cultivation of one’s 

inner virtue. The argument for this is based on a specific interpretation of 

Confucianism which is focused on the cultivation of human nature and the human 

mind, and its significance in modern society. I give two reasons to support this view. 

Firstly, the inner capacity to become virtuous is innate in each person. The cultivation 

of inner virtue is a process of awakening. However, this process is not one of an 

isolated internal search. Instead, it is a self-opening process to interact with all social 
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relationships. Secondly, according to the ideal of moral cultivation, all social norms 

and social roles are instrumental and changeable elements to identify how 

responsibilities should be carried out in concrete situations.  

In line with this interpretation of Confucianism and the meaning of moral 

responsibility, Chapter Five discusses Confucianism’s view on intergenerational 

relationships. This chapter provides three main arguments to justify this 

intergenerational responsibility. Firstly, the concept of moral responsibility in 

Confucianism can be extended beyond current human life, because of the spiritual 

dimension of this concept. This spiritual dimension implies that moral responsibility 

is not only about harmonizing social relationships, but is fundamentally related to 

the realization of one’s own inner moral strength. Secondly, intergenerational moral 

responsibilities in Confucianism can be made sense of in relation to the virtue of 

ShengSheng (ceaseless life-generation). ShengSheng is the nature and purpose of 

the universe and all beings. It is united with the inner virtue of Ren 

(humaneness/benevolence). Thus, according to Confucianism, the ceaseless life-

generating future world and future humanity have moral significances for our present 

life. Thirdly, according to this ideal, we are responsible for protecting the vitality of 

the world, and to protect and enable future generations to actualize their nature.  

Based on these interpretations of moral responsibility, Chapter Six further 

compares these two approaches, human rights theory and Confucianism, with 

respect to their understanding of moral responsibility. This comparison will start by 

noting an important similarity, namely that the concept of personhood plays a key 

role in both theories. Also, they both justify moral responsibilities by appealing to 

the idea of personhood. They share the belief that every person should have the 

opportunity to actualize the distinctive capacities of personhood which define the 

special moral status of human beings. Therefore, the duties we have toward others 

should be based on the actualization of personhood. This similarity indicates two 

sorts of information: on the one hand, the realization of personhood and the related 

individual interests demand an equal amount of consideration in both approaches. 

On the other hand, this similarity opens up the possibility of these two approaches 
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to accept both negative and positive duties to others. However, due to the different 

meanings of the concept of personhood, these two approaches justify responsibility 

and the enforceability of responsibility in decidedly different ways. This dissertation 

shows that right-based and virtue-based moral theories have different ways to justify 

the responsibilities of individuals towards future generations. These two senses of 

moral responsibility overlap in what they see as the appropriate objects of duties, but 

the virtue-based responsibility includes additional meanings. In Confucianism, 

intergenerational responsibilities are also directly extended to the preservation of a 

sustainable natural world by appreciating the intrinsic value of the life-generating 

process itself. Thus, virtue-based responsibility is more demanding than the notion 

of responsibility which is used in human rights theory and has a different sense of 

enforceability in its application. 

In sum, this dissertation attempts to provide two concepts of intergenerational 

responsibility according to my interpretation of human rights theory and 

Confucianism. The comparison of these two approaches leads to the conclusion that 

both approaches share the view that the most essential thing to do for every person, 

including future generations, is to preserve the preconditions for the realization of 

personhood-related capacities. Thus, although both approaches have a very different 

understanding of the meaning of personhood, both approaches have overlapping 

concerns about what should be provided for every person. These results could serve 

as an important starting point for a project on constructing an ecological civilization. 

Certainly, the analysis of intergenerational concern is not the whole story. In order 

to develop a comprehensive value system for building an ecological civilization in 

China, many other things should be addressed alongside the present discussion. For 

instance, to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of intergenerational 

responsibilities, we must examine what other approaches have to say about such 

relationships. Intellectual resources of such a paradigm shift could be Marxism and 

Daoism, for instance. Apart from the topic of intergenerational responsibilities, our 

responsibilities to nature and other beings, and further applications of these moral 

concerns in social development are also topics which urgently require in-depth 
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examination. Of course, it could be argued that the similar topics of responsibilities 

to future generations and to nature could develop the ecological civilization 

according to other cultural traditions.  

In addition to these comprehensive interpretations or reconstructions of all 

moral traditions to respond to the environmental issue, we should also have a better 

understanding of the relationship between different moral traditions in order to 

enhance the value system of ecological civilization. This dissertation provides a 

particular perspective which reveals the relationships between human rights theory 

and Confucianism. Due to the central concern of the realization of personhood, we 

find that Confucianism would not exclude a concept of rights. Taking the argument 

one step further, I believe that because Confucianism recognizes the importance of 

personhood, it enables the modernization of Confucianism to embrace a concept of 

human rights. Discussing this further, the necessary conditions for the Confucian 

ideal of realizing personhood could be be transformed into a rightful claim of every 

person against the government and other fellow people. This transformation is 

possible because Confucianism recognizes that the inner virtue is perfectly inborn in 

each person. Whether a person will act according to this inner virtue will not affect 

the fact that the inborn potential to become a virtuous person should be equally 

respected. One could demand the necessary conditions for living as a person 

regardless of whether one is moral. Any government is strictly obliged to secure 

basic conditions such as security, wellbeing and education for its citizens. For other 

fellow individuals, everyone is bound to a duty not to violate the potential of moral 

cultivation for others. However, to be able to incorporate a concept of rights within 

Confucian tradition, this project needs more comprehensive study of both theories. 

For instance, it requires an additional examination of the potential ways in which 

Confucianism can embrace liberal ideas. These questions are, however, beyond the 

scope of this dissertation. 
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Chapter 1 

On China’s Changing Position in Climate 

Change Negotiations 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

This chapter aims to show how China has contributed to the fight on climate change 

over the past 30 years. It will analyze how China's negotiating position on addressing 

climate change has changed during the development of international discourses. It 

also attempts to sketch the changes that the Chinese government has made in its 

domestic climate policies, as well as the background of these policies. The aim for 

this policy analysis is not only to provide the background knowledge of this study, 

but also to explore the underlying norms of these changes that are related to the 

conceptualization of moral responsibilities to future generations.  

Why do I wish to analyze the change and development of China’s climate 

policies, and how does this investigation contribute to this dissertation's main 

concern on moral responsibilities to future generations? Due to its growing impact 

on human beings and nature, climate change is one of the major contemporary issues 

that requires us to rethink our relationships with and responsibilities to future 

generations. Using the case of China in analyzing the policies and diplomatic 

positions related to climate change can provide us with necessary knowledge on what 

has happened in addressing climate change internationally and within China. What 

were the obstacles encountered along the way? How have these efforts paved a way 

for possible future orientations on addressing climate change? This background 
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knowledge forms a concrete context for thinking about intergenerational 

relationships. In addition, taking China’s strategy seriously could lead to new 

insights that are useful for understanding intergenerational relationships. China plays 

an important global role in delivering efforts to fight climate change. As China is the 

biggest emitter of greenhouse gases and also a large developing country, it will be 

impossible to establish a durable plan for stabilizing the global climate without being 

able to count on efforts from China. More importantly, China's climate policy is 

imbedded in a comprehensive transformation to a low-carbon development with the 

aim to build an ecological civilization. This transformation will take place within the 

establishment of a socialist core value system which recognizes Chinese ancient 

philosophical thoughts as the root and soul of Chinese cultural power.     

In the following parts, it will be shown that the Chinese government has become 

more active in addressing climate change both in terms of international cooperation 

and domestic actions. The next section (section 1.2) contains a political investigation 

into the development of international negotiations among different countries, and 

China’s diplomatic responses. I will subsequently summarize China’s internal 

policy-making and implementations since the 1980s (section 1.3). Finally, I will 

explain why China needs a new value system as a result of the paradigm shift that 

occurred with the implementation of the national goal to build an ecological 

civilization (section 1.4).  

1.2 INTERNATIONAL CLIMATE DIPLOMACY AND CHINA’S 

POSITION IN IT 

Because of the growing amount of international agreements of recent years with 

respect to addressing climate change, as well as the rising level of global governance, 

the Chinese government has decided to proactively participate in the international 

effort in global climate mitigation. However, when the initial international dialogues 

on climate change started in the political domain, China had undergone a long 

process of learning about climate change as a scientific and political problem, of 
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rejections and tough negotiations over the GHGs reduction commitment and other 

relevant responsibilities. This section addresses how the Chinese government’s 

diplomatic position on global warming issues and climate policies has changed in 

the past 30 years against the background of the development of international 

agreements. In accord with the main stages of the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris 

Agreement, this overview is divided into four phases: (1) From the 1970s to 1997, 

the period in which climate change became an international political issue, until the 

Kyoto Protocol was adopted. (2) From 1998 to 2005, which was the time in which 

the first Kyoto Protocol commitment was instantiated. (3) From 2006 to 2015, when 

the second commitment to the Kyoto Protocol and long-term decisions for the period 

following the Kyoto Protocol were discussed. (4) 2015 and after, when the Paris 

Agreement was adopted for long-term international agreement on combating climate 

change globally.   

1.2.1 The Pre-Kyoto Protocol period (1980--1997) 

Climate change became a widely discussed international issue in the 1970s. 

Scientists and policy-makers began to express concerns about changes in the climate 

during many international meetings. The first major international meeting on climate 

change, the World Climate Conference (Geneva, 1979) gave scientists a platform to 

discuss climate change. Subsequently, the World Climate Research Program (WCRP) 

was established to advance climate science. In 1988, the Toronto Conference on the 

Changing Atmosphere gathered more than 300 international scientists and politicians 

from 46 countries to discuss the significance of combating global warming. This 

meeting led to the recognition that the climate is changing and to the awareness of 

the potential threats that could be attached to this with respect to global security. As 

it states: 

 

“The Earth's atmosphere is being changed at an unprecedented rate by 

pollutants resulting from human activities, inefficient and wasteful fossil-fuel 
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use and the effects of rapid population growth in many regions. These changes 

represent a major threat to  international security and are already having 

harmful consequences over many parts of  the globe.” (Toronto Conference 

on the Changing Atmosphere 1988, 292)  

 

     As a result, the Toronto Conference called for international collaboration to 

combat climate change:  

 

“[T]he United Nations and its specialized agencies, industry, educational 

institutions,  non-governmental organizations and individuals to take specific 

actions to reduce the impending crisis caused by pollution of the atmosphere. 

No country can tackle this problem in isolation. International cooperation in 

the management and monitoring of, and research on, this shared resource is 

essential.” (Toronto Conference on the Changing Atmosphere 1988, 292) 

 

These international conferences were primarily significant because they 

motivated politicians to notice the problem and risk of climate change, and because 

they led to the establishment of international bodies coordinating the collaboration 

of efforts to combat climate change. The establishment of the Intergovernmental 

Negotiating Committee (INC) and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) increased international cooperation on dealing with the issue of climate 

change. 

The World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) established the IPCC in 1988. The role of the 

IPCC is to assess scientific, technical and socio-economic information on climate 

change, in order to provide an informatory basis upon which policies should be based 

(IPCC 2013). The creation of the IPCC was believed to be a milestone in globally 

addressing the challenge of climate change in a cooperative way (Ramakrishna 2000, 

50). Because of efforts that were made by the Intergovernmental Negotiating 

Committee (INC), the United Nation Framework Convention on Climate Change 
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(UNFCCC) was adopted at the Second UN Conference of Environment and 

Development in 1992. It was enforced on March 21, 1994 and it was an important 

step towards a global climate treaty. The objective of this Convention is mentioned 

in article 2 of the Convention:  

 

“Stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level 

that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate 

system.” (United Nations 1992, 9) 

 

There are 192 UFCCC member countries. Annex I countries are developed 

countries and other parties who agreed to adopt national policies to take measures 

on mitigating climate change. Annex II counties are a subgroup of Annex I, which 

are meant to provide new and additional financial resources, in order to meet the 

costs attached to mitigation and adaptation incurred by developing countries. The 

rest are Non-Annex I Parties, which are not required to reducee GHGs emissions 

unless the Annex II countries supply them with funding and technology (United 

Nations 1992, 14–15). According to the Convention, all parties are required to take 

their common but differentiated responsibilities. 

The UNFCCC is an important guideline for the climate negotiations. However, 

it is believed to have a weak point, namely that the GHGs reduction commitments 

were not settled for the involved parties (Gupta 1997, 256). The Conference of the 

Parties (COP) was established to review the implementations of the Convention and 

other related legal instruments on a regular basis (United Nations 1995, 4–6). Since 

1995, the parties of the Convention have met annually. Before the Kyoto Protocol 

was in place, there were two “Conference of the Parties” (COP-1 and COP-2): one 

in Berlin in 1995 and the second one in Geneva in 1996. These two conferences 

provided sufficient preparations for the Kyoto Protocol. COP-1 reviewed the 

adequacy of the Convention. The Berlin Mandate promoted official reduction 

commitments within specific time frames, i.e. 2005, 2010, and 2020. This idea was 

adopted at COP-3 in the Kyoto protocol (United Nations 1995, 6). Establishing a 
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pilot phase for jointly implemented activities would enable countries to voluntarily 

participate in the projects for reducing emissions of GHGs.  

The Kyoto Protocol came out at the third Conference of the Parties to the 

UNFCCC (COP–3) in 1997. It requested clearly that during the first commitment 

period (2008-2012), 37 industrialized countries and the European Community would 

agree to reduce GHG emissions to an average of five percent against 1990 levels. 

Article 3 of the Protocol describes the GHGs reduction plan as follows: 

 

“The Parties included in Annex I shall, individually or jointly, ensure that 

their aggregate anthropogenic carbon dioxide equivalent emissions of the 

greenhouse gases listed in Annex A do not exceed their assigned amounts[…] 

to reducing their overall emissions of such gases by at least 5 per cent below 

1990 levels in the commitment period 2008 to 2012.” (United Nations 1997, 

Article 3)   

 

The Protocol also offers them additional means to meet their objectives of: 

International Emissions Trading; Clean Development Mechanism (CDM); and Joint 

implementation (JI).  

The Chinese government has engaged in climate policy discourse since the 

IPCC was formed in 1988. The State Meteorological Administration (SMA) was set 

up as a contact agency to the United Nations’ IPCC. In 1992, China ratified the 

UNFCCC. At the time, China was one of the non-Annex I parties, which were not 

requested to commit to official emission restrictions. In the first phase, China’s 

participation on this global issue consisted mainly of learning about and recognizing 

the risks and consequences of climate change. At the beginning, the Chinese 

government recognized this global issue as a scientifically relevant topic (Lewis 

2008, 158). On the one hand, the Chinese government was skeptical about the 

evidence for and influence of global warming. It was also critical of the market 

mechanism that the Kyoto Protocol provided out of fear that it would interfere with 

China's economic development. On the other hand, the Chinese leaders were also 
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aware of the opportunities and benefits that came with collaboration, namely, new 

technologies for producing clean energy, and more practical knowledge on 

protecting the environment. Furthermore, they recognized that collaboration may 

improve the image of China’s position in the international community. 

1.2.2 The first Kyoto Commitment Stage (1998-2005) 

After the Kyoto Protocol was adopted in 1997, the international community called 

for actions to ensure its ratification. However, this led to a very long and complex 

negotiation process. The failure of the conference in The Hague (which was the sixth 

session of the conference of parties), and the withdrawal of the United States from 

the Kyoto Protocol made it even more difficult to reach a consensus.  

According to the protocol, every Annex I country was required to specify its 

reduction target, and to accept that their emissions would not exceed the allowable 

level within the period 2008 to 2012. In 2000, the sixth conference of the Parties 

took place in The Hague, The Netherlands. The major disagreement in this 

conference concerned the rules of discounting the GHGs emission commitments. 

During the meeting, the U.S., Canada and Japan proposed that additional activities 

under Protocol Article 3.4 be included in the first commitment period (2008-2012). 

The “Land use, land use change and forestry” (LULUCF) proposal emphasized that 

the CO2 emissions commitment could be discounted by carbon sequestration 

activities, such as land use change and forestry (Earth Negotiations Bulletin 2000, 

10–11). However, the delegations from the EU, China, Norway and Malaysia raised 

objections to the idea of applying the LULUCF proposal in the first commitment 

period, because the key role of actual emissions reductions in Annex I countries 

would be undermined by this proposal. Moreover, it would reduce the transfer of 

emissions reduction-technology and financial assistance to developing countries 

(Earth Negotiations Bulletin 2000, 11). However, these objections had been to no 

avail, since the U.S., Canada, Australia, Japan and Russian continued to maintain 

that the LULUCF was fundamental to the ratification of the protocol. At the end of 
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this meeting, no consensus was reached. The president of the meeting had to decide 

to suspend the meeting, leaving the unfinished issues to be dealt with during the 

upcoming sixth session of the conference of the Parties (COP-6 Part II 16-27 JULY 

2001, Bonn Germany). 

On 27 March 2001, when President Bush entered office, the United States 

officially rejected the Protocol. This meant that the largest emitter of GHGs at that 

time would not join the protocol. In order to preserve the existence of the protocol, 

political compromises had to be made with respect to the additional activities 

mentioned in Article 3.4. The decision to do so was made during the COP-6 Part II 

(Bonn, July 2001). In 2001, the Bonn Agreements enabled LULUCF activities in the 

first commitment period and set out many governing principles and accounting rules 

for LULUCF (Earth Negotiations Bulletin 2001, 45–47). The final agreement in 

COP-6 was considered to be the “triumph of multilateralism over unilateralism”, and 

a rescue of the Kyoto Protocol (Dessai, Lacasta, and Vincent 2003, 12).  

In 2005, with the ratification by Russia, the Kyoto Protocol fulfilled its 

requirements and could be put into force. By then, 132 countries had ratified the 

protocol, (including 37 Annex I Parties), which represented 61.6% of 1990 Annex 

greenhouse gas emission. China, as one of the non-Annex countries with no official 

commitment to reduce emissions, signed the protocol on 29 May 1998 and ratified 

it on 30 August 2002.  

According to the Kyoto Protocol, developed countries and developing countries 

have common but different responsibilities concerning climate change. During the 

Kyoto period, there have been plenty of divergences on how to define these 

“common” and “different” responsibilities among different Parties. The issue of 

voluntary commitment on the part of developing countries had been raised since the 

Fourth Conference of the Parties (COP-4) to the UNFCCC. Delegations expressed 

different opinions on this issue. Some developed countries, such as Australia and 

Japan, stated that developed countries were unable to achieve the goal that had been 

set by the UNFCCC without the effort of developing countries’. In addition, they 

proposed the idea of voluntary commitments. Indonesia, on behalf of the G77/China, 
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rejected the idea of voluntary commitments, and argued that voluntary commitments 

are inconsistent with the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities 

(Earth Negotiations Bulletin 1998, 3). The Chinese government held the same 

opinion as G77/China, which tried to distinguish between necessary emissions that 

are emitted by developing countries, and luxury emissions emitted by developed 

countries.  

The discussion about expanding the scale of the GHGs mitigation commitment 

was raised again at the COP-8. The Delhi Declaration was adopted at the COP-8 

Plenary, which reaffirmed that development and the eradication of poverty were the 

overriding priorities for the Parties of developing countries. With this in mind, the 

declaration called for the following solutions to respond to climate change: (1) 

Climate related measures and policies should be integrated with programmes on 

national development. (2) The implementation of the UNFCCC commitments should 

be according to development priorities and the principle of common but 

differentiated responsibilities. (3) Thorough adaptation in order to counter the 

adverse effects of climate change must be a high priority for all countries (UNFCCC 

2002, 1–2).  

The Kyoto Protocol set up the main guidelines on cooperation and commitment 

of climate change issues. As has been summarized in the last part, the main 

developments of the international negotiations during the Kyoto Protocol period 

have been: the ratification of the protocol; the implementation of financial 

mechanisms - especially the CDM in China -, and the international negotiation about 

the dilemma between reducing emission reduction against improving national 

development.  

Although the Chinese government was upholding the rejection of the mitigation 

commitment and the participation of the financial mechanisms, especially the CDM, 

the attitude of the Chinese government to climate change had become less skeptical 

in this period. When COP-8 established the principle of giving national development 

priority over emission-reduction, the discussion about voluntary commitment from 

developing countries was temporarily settled. 
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1.2.3 The Post-Kyoto Stage: from Bali to Copenhagen to Doha (2006-2015) 

After the ratification of the Kyoto Protocol in 2005, the aim of the international 

negotiation was to establish a precise objective on reducing the emission of GHGs, 

as well as to develop a long-term plan on cooperating in the period after 2012. At the 

same time, the world was changing dramatically. Large developing countries - such 

as China, India, Brazil and South Africa - were developing rapidly. Consequently, 

they became larger economic entities and started to have a larger impact on climate 

change. China surpassed the U.S. and became the largest emitter in 2006.  

According to Article 3.9 of the Kyoto Protocol, mitigation commitments of the 

second period shall be considered at least seven years before the end of the first 

period (2012). Correspondingly, the negotiation for post-2012 commitments was 

initiated in 2005. In 2005’s Montreal meeting (Earth Negotiations Bulletin 2005, 14) 

a special working group called the Ad Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments 

for Annex I parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG) was established to discuss 

future commitments and long-term international cooperation. 

One of the critical issues for long-term cooperation concerned the extent to 

which large emitting countries should participate in combating climate change in the 

period after 2012. These were particularly contentious and difficult negotiations. On 

the one hand, China, as one of the large emitters, as well as other rapidly growing 

developing countries, were pushed to undertake more aggressive measures to 

mitigate their emissions. On the other hand, in 2001, during the presidency of George 

W. Bush, the United States decided to withdraw from the Kyoto Protocol. The 

unwillingness of the United States to commit to reducing its GHGs emissions also 

strongly influenced the negotiation with other countries. Developing countries like 

China and India expressed an unwillingness to implement more aggressive 

mitigation measures unless the U.S. would choose to respect the original plans 

(Clémençon 2008, 71–72). Attempts to solve the conflicting standpoints between 

developed countries and developing countries brought new challenges to the 

negotiations on the long-term cooperation during the Post-Kyoto era.  
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In 2007, The “Bali Road Map”, which was made during the 13th Conference of 

the Parties for the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP 

13) in Bali, Indonesia, took the first step forward in the post-Kyoto protocol 

negotiations. A parallel working group, the‘Ad-hoc Working Group on Long-Term 

Cooperative Action under the Convention’ (AWG-Long Term), was established in 

addition to the existing working group: the Ad Hoc Working Group on Further 

Commitments for Annex I parties under the Kyoto Protocol (AWG). The task of 

AWG-Long Term was to bring the Annex I and non-Annex countries together to 

negotiate long-term commitments, plans and cooperation from “now, up to and 

beyond 2012” (UNFCCC 2008, Article 1). The “Bali Road Map” also led to the 

decision that the discussions had to be finished in 2009, at the 15th session of 

Conference of Parties which was going to take place in Copenhagen (UNFCCC 2008, 

Article 2). An official commitment with regard to the time after 2012 was expected 

to be settled at the Copenhagen meeting two years later.  

The task to make the second commitment to the Kyoto Protocol official was not 

completed at the end of this meeting, contrary to what had been planned. The 

outcome of the Copenhagen meeting was the “Copenhagen Accord” which left some 

necessary details to be dealt with in the future. The Accord required the Annex I 

Parties to submit their individual or combined emission targets for 2020 by 31 

January 2010. Similarly, the Non-Annex I Parties also had to submit their mitigation 

plans (UNFCCC 2010, 6). Although the Copenhagen meeting did not arrive at a post-

2012 plan, it adopted a new approach which allowed Parties to submit their own 

target for later discussion. This was determining for the way in which the second 

commitment was basically approached.   

The failure of completing the agreement for the second Kyoto commitment in 

this meeting was a result of the increasing divergence among all parties. On the one 

hand, the Annex I parties generally called for a meaningful response from all other 

parties: especially the United States and major developing countries like China and 

India (Earth Negotiations Bulletin 2009, 27). The United States insisted that they 

would only agree to negotiate on the post-Kyoto period provided that developing 
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countries would also be included in the commitment (Daniel Bodansky 2010, 233). 

On the other hand, China and India, as the biggest developing countries, urged the 

Annex I parties to agree to a second commitment to limit the increase in global 

temperature to a level below 2°C, and to assist developing countries by transferring 

technology and providing financial support. However, they strongly rejected the idea 

that developing countries should agree to any official commitment (Earth 

Negotiations Bulletin 2009, 27). 

During the Copenhagen Conference, the Chinese government appealed to the 

principle of “common but differentiated responsibilities” between developed and 

developing countries. The Chinese delegations argued that throughout history, 

emissions had mainly been caused by developed countries. In addition, they argued 

that the levels of per capita emissions of developed countries were still much higher 

than the levels of developing countries. For these reasons, the Chinese delegations 

insisted that although developing countries have common responsibilities as well, 

the emission reductions plan should take national situations into consideration, 

instead of insisting that developing countries should have the same official 

commitment as developed countries. Instead, the Chinese government suggested that 

the negotiation on the contribution of developing countries should be focused on the 

intensity of emission reduction, rather than the overall emission level. The prime 

minister of China at that time, Wen Jiabao, said the following about this at the 

Copenhagen conference: 

 

“From 1990 to 2005, the intensity of carbon dioxide emission per GDP unit 

decreased by 46%. We will continue on this basis until 2020. By then, carbon 

dioxide emissions per GDP unit will be reduced by 40% - 45% compared to the 

level in 2005.”
4
 

 

                                                   
4 This quotation is the author’s translation from the Chinese text of the original speech. The full 

text of the speech of prime minister Wen Jiabao at the Copenhagen Conference is available at: 

http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/Detail.aspx?newsId=29969&TId=83 (Date of access 2017/07/30) 

http://www.ccchina.gov.cn/Detail.aspx?newsId=29969&TId=83
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The Chinese government also maintained that actions with regard to climate 

change should be designed and evaluated within the context of sustainable 

development, which takes economic development and poverty eradication into 

overall consideration. In his speech at Copenhagen, Wen also pointed out: 

 

“[E]missions of developing countries are mainly emissions that are necessary 

for survival, or emissions that come with international trading […] Climate 

change must be integrated within the framework of sustainable development, 

and mitigating actions must not be carried out at the expense of continuing 

poverty and backwardness in developing countries.”
5
  

 

Thus, the Chinese government maintained that developing countries should 

design their reduction plans according to their national conditions, instead of 

accepting a general threshold that weighs equally heavy for all countries involved. 

The government also insisted that the developing countries should get financial and 

technical support from developed countries in order to minimize greenhouse gas 

emissions and make further national adaptations to fight climate change.  

Agreement on the second commitment of the Kyoto protocol was finally 

reached at the 18th yearly session of the Conference of the Parties (COP18). In Doha, 

Qatar, 2012, the “Doha Amendment to the Kyoto Protocol” was adopted. It required 

the Annex I Parties that agreed to the Kyoto Protocol to carry out new commitments 

from the period of 1 January 2013 to 31 December 2020. Non-Annex I Parties were 

not included in this new commitment. Contrary to the first Kyoto Protocol period, 

which required Annex I Parties to reduce their GHGs emissions to at least 5 percent 

below the emission level of 1990, the new commitments during the second period 

(2013--2020) were more ambitious about the objective of GHGs reduction. They 

allowed different levels of reduction for different countries, as long as the overall 

amount of GHG emission would be reduced to at least 18 percent below 1990 levels 

(UNFCCC 2013, 7–10). Accordingly, for instance the European Union committed 

                                                   
5 Ibid. 
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to reduce to -20% to -30% compared to the level of 1990; Norway committed to 

reduce to -30% to -40%. On the other hand, most of the Umbrella Group Countries 

did not participate in the second commitment of the Kyoto protocol. They included 

the United States, Japan, Canada, New Zealand and Russia, all of which insisted that 

developing countries should also commit to the same amount of GHGs reduction 

regardless of the fact that historically, developing countries have emitted much less 

than developed countries. Australia was an exception; it promised to reduce to–5 to 

–15% or–25% compared to the level of 2000 (UNFCCC 2013, 8).  

China, as well as other developing countries, were included in the second 

commitment. However, during the Doha meeting, the Chinese delegations predicted 

that in 2012, China would have reduced 5% of its GHGs emissions per GDP unit. 

This was due to the effort China had put in living up to the long-term emission 

reduction commitment which it agreed on in 2009 (Yu and Zhou 2012). The 

spokesman of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed satisfaction about 

the result of the Doha conference due to its adherence to the principle of “common 

but differentiated responsibilities”. He was, however, also concerned about the 

tendency to regard historical emissions as insignificant in the international climate 

diplomatic negotiation (Hong 2012).  

1.2.4 The Paris Agreement (from 2015 onwards) 

Due to the refusal of the major members of the Umbrella Group Countries, and its 

inapplicability to Non-Annex I Parties, the second commitment of the Kyoto 

Protocol only covered 15% of GHGs emissions worldwide (Figueres 2012). Thus, 

after the Kyoto Protocol, the question remained how collective action may be 

established in order to efficiently bring most of the parties together. This became the 

most important subject of the subsequent international climate discourse.  

In 2015, the Paris Agreement was adopted at the twenty-first session of the 

Conference of the Parties on its (COP21), which was held in Paris. This Agreement 

will replace the Kyoto Protocol in 2020. It is believed to provide a new logic for 
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international climate politics (Falkner 2016). As the successor of the Kyoto Protocol 

the Paris Agreement follows the principle of equity and common but differentiated 

responsibilities. It also recognizes “the specific needs and special circumstances of 

developing country Parties” (UNFCCC 2016, 21). Another similarity with the Kyoto 

Protocol is its shared goal on stabilizing the levels of GHGs in the atmosphere, as 

mentioned in Article 2(1) a of the Agreement: 

 

“Holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2 °C 

above pre-industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature 

increase to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels” (UNFCCC 2016, 21–22) .  

 

However, the Paris Agreement took a very different approach to realize these 

goals. First, the Agreement completely changed the top-down regulation of the 

Kyoto Protocol. It did not demand a specific amount of reduction commitments of 

certain countries. Instead, it welcomed nationally determined contributions that were 

in balance with the circumstances of different countries, as had been intended in the 

first place. Second, unlike the Kyoto Protocol whose GHGs reduction commitments 

are only applicable to Annex I countries of UNFCCC, the Paris Agreement breaks 

with the strict difference between developed countries and developing countries. It 

is inclusive to all the major GHGs emitters. In July 2017, 197 UNFCCC members 

had signed the agreement, of which 154 Parties had ratified it
6
.  

During this period, China came to have a more positive attitude on participating 

in the international collaborations on combating climate change and setting up 

national emission reduction plans. Before the Paris Agreement was adopted, the 

Chinese government decided and published its target on mitigating its emission of 

GHGs starting from 2020. This target was written during the “U.S.-China Joint 

Announcement on Climate Change” in 2014, when China and the United State 

announced that they would strengthen their cooperation on fighting climate change. 

                                                   
6 The updated information on the ratification status of the Paris Agreement is available at: 

http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php 

http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php
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In this announcement, the Chinese government promised that:  

 

“China intends to achieve the peaking of CO2 emissions around 2030 and to 

make best efforts to peak early and intends to increase the share of non-fossil 

fuels in primary energy consumption to around 20% by 2030.”
7
  

 

The United States promised to reduce its GHGs emission by 26%-28% below 

its 2005 level in 2025 and to do everything within its power to reduce its emissions 

by 28%
8
 . One year later, on 25 September 2015, before the Paris Conference, 

President Xi Jinping and President Barack Obama made the “China-U.S. Joint 

Presidential Statement on Climate Change” in Washington, D.C. This statement 

reaffirmed the joint announcement they made in 2014, as well as their determination 

to strengthen the bilateral cooperation between China and the United States and the 

implementation of domestic climate policies
9
. Moreover, both presidents reaffirmed 

their commitment with regard to the upcoming Paris Agreement in 2015 and their 

enthusiasm about the enhanced actions with respect to their nationally determined 

contributions. It is believed that the positive cooperation between the two largest 

GHGs emitters provided a crucial foundation for the Agreement in Paris (Li 2016). 

However, in 2017, the current President of The United States, Donald Trump, 

confirmed that the U.S. will withdraw from the Agreement (Milman, Smith, and 

Carrington 2017). In response to this withdrawal, Chinese Foreign Ministry 

spokesperson Hua Chunying stated, on behalf of the Chinese government, that China 

remains determined to uphold and promote its original commitment, and emphasized 

that China will work with all relevant parties to promote sustainable development 

and a low carbon-level (Tian 2017). 

                                                   
7 The U.S.-China Joint Announcement on Climate Change is published on 12 November 2014 

Beijing, China. Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-

office/2014/11/11/us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change (Date of access at 2017/07/26) 
8 Ibid. 
9 The full text of the “China-U.S. Joint Presidential Statement on Climate Change” can be found 

at http://qhs.ndrc.gov.cn/gzdt/201509/t20150929_753171.html (Date of access 2017/07/27) 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2014/11/11/us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2014/11/11/us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change
http://qhs.ndrc.gov.cn/gzdt/201509/t20150929_753171.html
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1.2.5 Summary 

This section provides a summary of the evolution of international climate policies, 

and describes the main positions of the Chinese government in the international 

negotiations. It has been shown that at the beginning of the past thirty years, the 

Chinese government refused to take on any official commitment on account of being 

a developing country. During that time, the Chinese delegations insisted that, as a 

developing country, China’s responsibilities for environmental protection and 

climate change should be decided on the principle that its priority of stable economic 

growth in order to eradicate poverty and promote adequate development would not 

be undermined. In addition, its responsibilities concerning climate change should not 

interfere with China’s sovereignty. The Chinese government also called for equity 

in the allocation of responsibilities between developed countries and developing 

countries, and insisted on different responsibilities for developed countries due to 

their historically larger quantity of emissions and financial and technological 

privileges.  

Since 2010, the Chinese government had become much more active and 

positive on construing its commitment to mitigate its GHGs emission. This 

transformation took place in the context of a strategic change in the future 

development of China. This was the plan to build up an ecological civilization, which 

will be explained in section 1.3.3. Building up a strong collaboration with other 

parties on climate issues could be a pragmatic move to achieve this target and could 

also be an opportunity to enhance China’s international image as a responsible 

country. 

Depside these changes, some points remain unchanged in the argument of the 

Chinese delegations, such as the idea that there should be a differentiation between 

the responsibilities of developed countries and developing countries, and the idea 

that present generations in developing countries should have overriding rights for 

national development in order to eliminate poverty. The internationally divergent 

views on these issues indicate underlying ideas on what should be considered fair 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 40PDF page: 40PDF page: 40PDF page: 40

Chapter 1: On China’s Changing Position in Climate Change Negotiations 

 

30 

 

treatment of present and future generations in different countries. This is the reason 

why systematic philosophical reflections on these norms are needed. We need a 

better understanding on how we should conceive of the rights of present and future 

generations. This will be discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. In addition, more clarity is 

needed on the meaning of the relationship between present and future generations. 

The reflections of this intergenerational relationship will be addressed in later 

chapters (Chapter 2 to 6). In the upcoming sections, the process of the development 

of climate policies in China will be discussed.  

1.3 THE EVOLUTION OF DOMESTIC CLIMATE POLICIY-MAKING 

IN CHINA  

This section sketches the major domestic measures that China took in response to 

the international climate change regime. It will focus on the strategies and key issues 

in policy-making and their context overtime. The presentation below will cover the 

following three stages: (1) the 1980s to 2005, which was the stage in which 

knowledge on climate change was obtained, and an administrative system was built 

to address climate change; (2) the stage from 2006 to 2010, when the Chinese 

government took the first progressive move on national GHGs mitigations; (3) the 

period from 2011 onwards, when the Chinese government took new approaches to 

address climate change in the context of constructing an ecological civilization.  

1.3.1 The Early Stage (1980s-2005)  

When climate change started to draw more international attention as a scientific 

research topic, in the 1980s, new ideas and decisions from the international world 

were introduced into China. The Chinese government engaged in climate policy 

discourse since the IPCC was formed in 1988. In the first phase, the Chinese 

government mainly participated in this global issue by learning and recognizing the 

risks and consequences of climate change. Thus, at the beginning China treated this 
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global issue as a scientific topic. Scientific research projects and administration 

agencies on climate change were set up to collect knowledge and advise China’s 

climate diplomacy and policy-making.  

(i) Scientific research in the early phase 

One of the initial steps that the Chinese government took in response to climate 

change was to set up several scientific projects to introduce the evidence for climate 

change in China, and to predict its impact. These studies were funded by the Chinese 

government, and through the technological and financial support of international 

organizations and foreign countries. Since 1985, several research projects which 

observed the impacts of climate change in China have been established in 

cooperation with the U.S. and Japan. As a result of these studies, climate change was 

recognized as a fact within China. The intensity of regional effects were presented 

in the annual environmental report by the National Environmental Protection 

Agency (NEPA) since 1991 (Jeon and Yoon 2006, 854–55; NEPA 1991). In addition, 

with the support of the Global Environment Fund (GEF), NEPA organized a group 

of Chinese experts to work with experts from the World Bank and the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP). Their study did not only focus on the status of 

GHGs emissions in China, but also suggested several possible strategies to stabilize 

the level of future emissions (NEPA, UNDP, and Wold Bank 1996).  

At the same time, the Chinese government also initiated and coordinated many 

independent research projects in relevant fields, and started interdisciplinary studies 

on climate change which it set up during the eighth national Five-Year Plan (1991-

1995) (CCCPC 1990, Article 31). These projects aimed to investigate the potential 

impact of climate change on agriculture, forestry, water resources, ecological 

environment and sea level increase. Model research, as well as laboratory research, 

regional research and research on adaptation measures was applied to predict those 

influences (Tian 2000, 39–40).  

These studies, with support from abroad and the Chinese government, gathered 
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useful data and evidence, and contributed to important breakthroughs in the 

knowledge of monitoring and predicting climate change in China. These research 

results functioned as major advisory materials for China’s strategy- and policy-

making. 

(ii) Authority building 

In the 1990s, climate change became not only a scientific topic, but also a diplomatic 

issue. For this reason, aside from setting up several scientific projects, the 

government also urged corresponding institutions to come up with international 

decisions, and to advice the government. The reformation of China’s climate 

administration is exemplary of the increasing importance of the climate change issue 

in China.  

Initially, the responsibility for providing policy advice was given to the State 

Meteorological Administration (SMA), which functioned as the counterpart to 

international institutions which investigated and advised on the climate change issue 

(Lewis 2008, 158). In addition, NEPA played a key role in coordinating China’s 

assessments of the climate and its corresponding research in the early stage. Also, 

the first national working group, the National Climate Change Co-ordination Group 

(NCCCG), was set up under the leadership of NEPA. In 1998, after the reformation 

of government institutions, the original NCCCG was renamed as the National 

Coordination Committee on Climate Change (NCCCC) and headed by the National 

Development Planning Commission (NDPC). Members of this group are part of 17 

different departments, among them the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; the State 

Economic and Trade Commission; the Ministry of Finance; the Ministry of 

Agriculture; the Ministry of Water Resources; The Ministry of Transportation; the 

National Environmental Protection Administration, and the State Meteorological 

Administration (Ma 2011). The group changed from the environmental department 

to the developed planning department, which meant that the Chinese government no 

longer considered climate change as merely a topic of scientific interest, but also as 
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a developmental issue (Liu 2011, 78). The working group was responsible for the 

constitution of all kinds of climate related policies in cooperation with other 

countries and international organizations, in particular with regard to the 

development of the CDM projects. 

During this period, the way in which climate policies were established in China 

lacked independent regulations or laws regarding GHGs mitigations. At the time 

climate change was mostly considered to be part of the national environmental 

agenda with respect to energy conservation and anti-pollution (Qi and Ma 2007, 9; 

Ye, Li, and Zhang 2007). Thus, in sum, before 2005, the diplomatic position and 

domestic policies of the Chinese government with regard to climate change were 

conservative in the sense of taking aggressive means to reduce GHGs emissions. 

 (iii) Background of climate policy-making in China 

When climate change emerged as a global political issue, China was experiencing 

great domestic changes economically and politically. From 1978 to 1997, many 

critical events took place during this great transition. Rapid economic growth was 
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accompanied by great political turbulence for the Communist Party
10

. These changes 

were the most important background against which China constituted its policies 

with respect to energy and the climate in the first stage. Against this national 

background, the Chinese government’s attitude to climate change was mainly driven 

by concerns for national sovereignty and political stability, space for further 

economic development, and the international image of China (Harris and Yu 2005).  

First of all, because of China’s national priority of maintaining economic 

growth and social stability, climate change, as a foreign affair with uncertain impact, 

was cautiously examined. The Chinese government also feared that international 

participation in implementing climate measures might open the door to foreign 

countries manipulating China’s decisions. 

Secondly, rapid economic growth (especially in the industrial sector), which 

was a result of the political reformation, led to an increase in the demand for energy 

supplies. Since the 1990s, the amount of annual growth in GDP was kept around 10% 

and even reached 11%. After 1990, the Chinese government prioritized the industrial 

sector. Rapid industrial growth pervaded the process of economic development. In 

terms of GDP, the share of industry rapidly increased from 32% in 1990 to 42% in 

                                                   
10

 1978 was an important turning point in China’s history. The famous reform project was 

launched by Deng Xiaoping which began with the appraisal of previous president Mao Zedong’s 

achievements and mistakes. Deng and his supporters affirmed that “practice is the sole criterion 

for testing truth”. Deng’s “reform and opening up policy”, as an alternative approach of 

economic and social development, has been adopted since then. The changes were rapid and 

dramatic. “The collective agricultural system” was replaced by “the production quotas to 

individual household system”. This change then effectively stimulated the increase of 

productivity. Market principles were introduced into China but with tight political controls. 

Private entrepreneurs and foreign investments slowly started to become active. National 

economic growth moved forward. Since then, China’s economy has seen a significant rise with 

GDP growth about 9 percent annually. For more information about these transformations, see 

(Saich 2004, 57). They also brought profound social changes. In 1992, Deng Xiaoping made an 

inspection tour to the southern part of China after his resignation. In a series of speeches, he 

claimed that it is crucial for the communist party to adhere to socialism, to reform and open up 

policy, to develop the economy rapidly, and raise people’s living standards. According to Deng, 

that was the only way out of political crisis and win the people’s support. He claimed that, 

without the developments from the early 1980s, the communist party would not have survived 

from the political crisis (Deng 1992). His speeches were delivered to push the new political 

leaders of China to put forward their reform and development plans more aggressively. Thus, 

long after 1978, the priority of the Chinese government is to maintain the economic growth and 

stability of Chinese society.    



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 45PDF page: 45PDF page: 45PDF page: 45

Chapter 1: On China’s Changing Position in Climate Change Negotiations 

 

35 

 

1995 (Naughton 1996, 155). After China had joined the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) in 2001, China became a significant player in the world economy. 

Additionally, the improvement of the living standard of citizens and life style 

changes in China also raised the demand for productions. These developments 

required more energy consumption. In China, these demands were mostly translated 

in terms of coal consumption. According to the International Energy Agency, 

China’s energy consumption in 1990 was 2.08 times the consumption in 1970. In 

1970, China’s global share of energy consumption was 4% (IEA 1999, 275). 

However, in 1990, 1 billion tons of coal had been used in China’s commercial sectors. 

This was almost 10 percent of global commercial energy consumption. In the same 

year, 11 percent of global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions was emitted by China 

(World Resources Institute 1994, 65–66).  

Thirdly, China’s economic development and energy consumption had been 

highly dependent on coal. In the 1950s, coal accounted for about 90 percent of 

China’s overall energy consumption, which played a crucial role in China’s 

development (G. Lin 1997, 5). Since the 1970s, the percentage of coal in China’s 

overall energy consumptions declined to about 70%, as a result of the discovery and 

exploration of Daqing oil fields in the Northeastern part of China. Another reason is 

China's improvement of the intensity of energy. Additionally, “opening up policy” 

for international trading from 1978 brought a number of foreign capital and 

technological changes, which also contributed to China’s improvement of the 

intensity of its energy (Lin 1997, 6). Nevertheless, coal remained China's main 

energy resource. In 1996, coal accounted for 76% of China’s total energy supply, 

while oil accounted for 19%, gas and hydro for 2%, and nuclear energy for 0.4 % 

(IEA 1999, 280). Although its overall energy intensity had increased in the 1980s, 

China’s energy consumption per GDP was still relatively higher than other countries. 
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1.3.2 The first step toward enforcing GHGs reduction (2006--2010)  

The 11th Five-Year Plan (2006-2010) was a turning point for the way in which 

climate policies were made in China. For the first time its national GHGs mitigation 

targets were recorded in a national plan. In 2006, the State Council approved the 

energy reduction-plan per GDP unit which was submitted by the National 

Development and Reform Commission (NDRC). According to this plan, during the 

period of the 11th Five-Year Plan (2006-2010), China had to reduce 20% of energy 

intensity by 2010 compared to 2005, and, consequently, reduce its overall amount of 

CO2 emission. The plan was legally official, and had to be strictly enforced by 

provincial- and local governments in accord with their allocations (State Council 

2006). The plan required most of the provinces to reduce 20% of its energy intensity, 

but took into consideration that the levels of economic development and industrial 

structure were unequal. Some provinces with relatively high energy intensity, like 

Shanxi, Inner Mongolia and Jilin had to reduce energy intensity by 25%-30% by 

2010. Some provinces like Hainan, Yunnan and Qinghai had a relatively lower 

reduction rate (NDRC 2005).  

There are several reasons why the central government decided to emphasize the 

emergence of these new policies. Firstly, due to the changing climate, natural 

disasters had occurred more frequently. In the 1990s, the average population that was 

influenced by natural disasters reached an annual amount of 370 million, which was 

40% higher compared to the 1980s (Zhao 2007, 9–10). Secondly, the rapid 

development of China's economy made the tension between the massive energy 

demands and the rising scarcity of natural recourse even more visible. From 1990 to 

2005, the average annual growth rate of GDP was 9.7 (Dong 2008, 99). However, 

this growth was mainly the result of the energy consuming industry. China's energy 

efficiency was low. Its energy consumption per GDP unit was much higher than that 

of developed countries and some recently industrialized countries. Therefore, China 

needed to find a way to develop clean energy in order to reduce its energy intensity. 

The Chinese government believed this would be the best policy to address the issue 
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of climate change. Thirdly, in 2003, when Hu Jintao became the President of China, 

a new governmental- and developmental approach was proposed as the new guiding 

principles for socio-economic development, which was referred to as the Scientific 

Outlook on Development (科学发展观 ). This approach intended to minimize 

conflicts among divergent interests in society. It emphasized that one of the critical 

features of sustainable development is to coordinate the harmonious relationship 

between human beings and nature and sustainable utilization of natural resources. It 

indicated that its significance was important for China's future policy development 

to take sustainable development and environmental issues into account. Finally, 

since the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, until its ratification in 2005, China 

had become subject to more international pressure to come up with national plans 

for GHG mitigation and energy conservation. 

To ensure that China would succeed in construing these plans, the State 

Council decided to establish the National Leading Group on Climate Change 

(NLGCC). This group was initiated directly by the State Council without 

interference of any other administration agency. The NLGCC was supervised by the 

prime minister Wen Jiabao. Its group members are head of almost all important 

sections within the central government. The NLGCC was in charge of coming up 

with a national climate strategy and guidelines; the coordination of relevant 

international cooperation; the implementation of the national GHG mitigation; 

energy conservation policies, and research on significant policy proposals
11

 . To 

ensure that these climate policies were implemented and supervised on a local level, 

China's provincial governments were assigned to establish counterparts of the 

NLGCCC. The role of these local counterparts was the same as the NLGCCC, but 

only on a provincial scale or less (Qi et al. 2008, 382). Their work had to be in 

accordance with the national strategies and guidelines. They were also in charge of 

establishing plans on GHG mitigation and energy conservation on a local scale. This 

reformation clearly strengthened China's leadership with respect to climate change. 

                                                   
11 For more information about NLGCC, see http://qhs.ndrc.gov.cn/ldxz/ (Date of access: 

2017/08/05) 

http://qhs.ndrc.gov.cn/ldxz/
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In line with this objective, the Chinese government began to publish an annual 

national report on climate change addressing its achievements and plans on further 

measures. In 2007, the National Programme on Climate Change in China was issued. 

This was the first national policy programme on climate change (NDRC 2007). In 

2008, this report was renamed as China's Policies and Actions for Addressing 

Climate Change.  

China's objective to reduce GHGs emission had always gone hand in hand with 

energy conservation and pollution reduction. Since the 1980s, the objective of energy 

conservation was written down in the national plans. The terms “energy 

conservation”, and “emission reduction” were first used in the national 11th Five-

Year Plan in 2005. Since then, energy conservation and emission reduction had 

become common phrases within Chinese policies. Addressing climate change by 

reducing energy intensity was believed to be a win-win strategy for China’s 

sustainable development. Energy conservation and emission reduction had equal 

priority at the level of the central government. However, when it came to the 

implementation on a local level, governments were primarily concerned with energy 

saving because reducing the price of energy was more beneficial for local economic 

development (Qi et al. 2008, 393–94).  

The five-year target on emission reduction was not easy to achieve at the 

beginning. As has been mentioned earlier, the first national target was decided upon 

in a top-down approach, where the reduction goal was allocated from the national 

level to the provincial level and that of other local governments. Because many 

regions were not prepared for a reduction of their emissions, in the first two years of 

the plan, carbon intensity had increased. However, because the central government 

insisted on achieving its objective, some regions, at the end of the five-year plan in 

2010, had to instantiate an emergency plan. The province of Inner Mongolia, for 

instance, decided to set a limitation on the total amount of commercial electricity use 

from September to December (Wang 2010).   

 In sum, although China managed to live up to the Five-Year Plan in the end, 

there have been difficulties regarding the methods that were used, and problems 
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concerning the upholding of the plan. The leaders of the NDRC evaluated the five 

years reduction from 2006-2010, and concluded that the implementation of the 

policy had been tough because many local regions continued to sacrifice the 

environment and natural resources by developing a high-energy consuming industry 

in order to maintain the increase in local GDP. The change in China's industrial 

structure from high carbon industry to low carbon industry had developed slowly. 

The mechanism that was used for encouragement was underdeveloped. The means 

used to promote the changes in this stage were mainly of an administrative nature, 

rather than an incentive for change in the market. For this reason, local enterprises 

lacked an interest in conserving energy and reducing emission. All of these problems 

needed to be addressed during the “12th Five-Year” plan (Zhao 2010, 2).  

1.3.3 Towards low-carbon development (from 2011 onward)  

On the basis of their experiences with the difficulties in energy conservation during 

the 11th five-year period, the Chinese government realized that their objective to 

conserve energy and reduce emission had to be imbedded in a more strategic plan. 

The old pattern of economic development, which heavily depended on the sacrifice 

of natural resources and the environment, should be changed. Consequently, in the 

12th Five-Year Plan, China turned to a more comprehensive approach to developing 

an economy and society which did not require much carbon emission. This change 

took place in the context of China’s determination to develop an ecological 

civilization as one of the basic requirements for its national policy.  

In 2009, the Chinese government announced that by 2020, their CO2 emission 

per GDP unit will be 40-45 percent lower than it was in 2005. It also announced that, 

by 2020, China's non-fossil energy will account for 15 percent of its total energy 

consumption. This target would be an official commitment concerning China's 

medium and long-term planning of its national economic and social development 

(NDRC 2009, 48, 2010, 1). As part of this commitment, after the 11th Five-Year 

Plan, the Chinese government set up an additional commitment and related policies 
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on GHGs reduction. This additional commitment is for the period of 2011 to 2015 

in the 12th Five -Year Plan for national economic and social development in China. 

The official objective of this period was that by 2015, China's carbon dioxide 

emissions per GDP unit would be 17% lower than it was in 2010. Non-fossil energy 

would take up 11.4% of primary energy consumption. The energy consumption GDP 

unit would reduce 16% compared to 2010 (NDRC 2011, 1). Unlike the previous 

Five-Year Plan, which used the overall energy reduction plan to cover the emission 

reduction target, the 12th Five-Year Plan clearly determined that GHGs emissions 

reduction would be an independent objective. The crucial tasks that were needed, 

such as adapting to climate change impacts and strengthening international 

cooperation, transforming and upgrading the industrial structure, developing new 

energies, had also been comprehensively planed.  

This time the Chinese government started strengthening its strategic planning. 

In 2011, the government issued the comprehensive energy reduction programme for 

the 12th Five-year Plan and the Greenhouse gas emission control programme for the 

12th Five-Year Plan, which allocated China's targets for reducing GHGs emissions 

and energy multiple measures of control to each region (State Council 2011b, 2011a). 

Later, the NDRC issued the National strategy on adaptation to climate change in 

2013 and the National plan for climate change (2014-2020) in 2014. These two 

documents reaffirmed the planned targets and further specified important aspects 

that China would focus on in order to contribute to the fight on climate change. That 

included policy orientations; special plans to realize low carbon pilot provinces; 

guidelines with measures that could incorporate climate change into medium and 

long-term national local economic and social development plans (NDRC 2013b, 

2014b). In addition, the NDRC annually evaluated the outcome of the year before 

and elaborated the crucial tasks for upcoming years (NDRC 2011, 2012, 2013a, 

2014a, 2015, 2016). In 2015, the Chinese government was determined to reach their 

carbon dioxide emissions peak around 2030, and to do their best to reach the peak 

as soon as possible. By 2030, carbon dioxide emissions per GDP unit will be reduced 

to 60%-65% in comparison to 2005, and non-fossil energy would account for about 
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20% of China's primary energy consumption
12

.  

Rather than the commitment on reducing energy use in 11th Five-Year Plan, the 

commitment to develop a low carbon economy of the 12th Five-Year Plan is believed 

to be a paradigm shift toward a green China. It shows that China started to plan in a 

more strategic and comprehensive manner (Li and Wang 2012; KPMG 2011; Casey 

and Koleski 2011). One of the most important changes was that China's 

developmental priorities had shifted. The 12th Five-Year Plan contained a shift from 

economic development to a more comprehensive “higher quality growth” which will 

not sacrifice environment for economic growth; “inclusive growth” which takes 

social justice and environment and other subjects in a comprehensive consideration; 

and “scientific outlook on development” for long-term planning. It emphasized more 

effort on the improvement of overall welfare, the expanse of domestic demand, 

upgrading the industrial structure, and the transformation from a purely economic 

development model to a model that requires a low amount of carbon. Thus, from 

2011 the government adopted more systematic measures to succeed in developing a 

way to reduce carbon emission. Xie Zhenhua, the deputy director of NDRC, pointed 

out that there were ten aspects that would be focused on in promoting green and low-

carbon development: (1) Further improvement of statistics, monitoring and the 

evaluation system to evaluate emission reduction results in local regions. These 

results would be included in the accountability system of the local government. (2) 

Optimization of the industrial structure; the development of a new energy industry 

or another environmental friendly industry and control of the high-energy 

consumption and high-emission growth. (3) Optimization of the energy structure. 

Strengthening the production and use of clean energy. (4) The implementation of key 

projects on saving energy; industrialization of major energy-saving technology. (5) 

Promotion of low carbon management in terms of carrying out low carbon public 

transportation, “green building” projects, low carbon community, and the 

                                                   
12 Full text of the “强化应对气候变化行动——中国国家自主贡献”[Strengthen the actions to 

tackle climate change ---China's determined contribution], please see: 

http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2015-06/30/content_2887330.htm (Date pf access: 2017/08/09) 

http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2015-06/30/content_2887330.htm
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establishment of low-carbon institutions, low-carbon campuses, and other activities. 

(6) National planning for the development of a circular economy and special 

planning for crucial areas, including the creation of hundreds of circular economy 

demonstration cities and towns, and the assistance of thousand economy 

demonstration companies. (7) Support of scientific research on low carbon 

technologies and techniques for controlling greenhouse gas emissions. (8) 

Improvement of economic policies that stimulate low carbon consumption, for 

instance, reforming the resource tax system and adopting subsidies that promote 

energy efficient products. (9) The obtainment of a more realistic picture of the low 

carbon development model. Carry out experiments of areas such as low carbon 

industrial parks, low carbon communities and low carbon businesses. (10) The 

establishment of an institutional mechanism to improve energy conservation and 

GHGs reduction. Promotion of a market mechanism that encourages saving energy 

and carbon reduction (Xie 2011, 4–5).  

The comprehensive and strategic measures on low carbon development since 

the 12th and 13th Five-Year Plans were established and promoted against the 

background of China's determination to create an ecological civilization. This 

determination, as is often stated in the government's reports, means for China to build 

a resource-saving and environmental-friendly society which concerns the 

sustainability of the environment, respect for nature. It also sees sustainable 

development as the goal of social and economic development (Gu, Hu, and Zhou 

2013, 2). During the Eighteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of China, 

in 2012, then president Hu Jintao named China's effort to create an ecological 

civilization as one of the key targets for China’s long-term development, which 

would be beneficial for people’s wellbeing. He argued that, in the face of the current 

ecological crisis, the government must be aware of the necessity to respect and 

protect the natural environment. We must give high priority to the development of 

an ecological civilization and make it part of the idea of societal development. In 

order to do so, he pointed out that the government should continue to uphold the 

policy of resource conservation and protection of the environment. This policy is in 
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line with the idea that China should attempt to promote green development and low 

carbon development
13

.   

As a result, during 12th Five-Year Plan period, China reduced 20 percent of its 

carbon dioxide emission per GDP unit compared to the level of 2010. This exceeded 

the initial target of 17 percent (NDRC 2016, 1–2). With the aim to keeping up this 

result, the government planned its reduction target in the 13th Five-Year Plan period 

(2016-2020). It announced that, by 2020, its carbon dioxide emissions per unit of 

GDP would be reduced to 18% compared to the level of 2015 (State Council 2016).  

1.4 CONCLUSION: CHINA'S PARADIGM SHIFT REQUIRES A NEW 

VALUE SYSTEM  

This chapter has analyzed the way in which China has changed its position on the 

climate change issue in international negotiations and domestic actions. It has shown 

that in the past 30 years, China has become more influential in the international 

climate collaborations. China's national climate policies have become more 

comprehensive and systematic. These changes occurred along with national 

decisions that shifted developmental priorities from economic growth to sustainable 

development. The strategic decision to promote the idea that development toward an 

ecological civilization should be a part of the basic national policy will lead to a 

fundamental change of China's developmental approach and its values.  

Both political reports and academic studies address the notion that ecological 

civilization construction is not only a local, social and economic phenomenon, but 

also a concept of a social economical pattern which is more advanced than 

agricultural civilization and industrial civilization. According to reports of the 

government and some academic studies, ecological civilization is believed to be a 

                                                   
13 The full text (Chinese and English) of the speech of Hu Jintao at the Eighteenth National 

Congress of the Communist Party of China on Nov 8, 2012 is available at 

http://language.chinadaily.com.cn/news/2012-11/19/content_15941774_9.htm (Date of access at 

2017/08/10) 

   

http://language.chinadaily.com.cn/news/2012-11/19/content_15941774_9.htm
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great leap in human civilization. Its core mentality is that human beings greatly value 

harmonious and dependent relationships between humans and nature, and thereby 

rejects the worldview that human society and nature stand apart from each other 

(CCCPC and State Council 2015; Pan 2016; Yu 2007; Liao 2004). It is a critical 

reflection on industrial civilization and a comprehensive transformation which 

involves changes in establishing sustainable production patterns and the preservation 

of the ecological system. More importantly, it includes a transformation of a value 

system, which appreciates the sustainable and mutual development of human beings 

and nature, balances the interests of present and future generations, and so on. All 

social and economic activities should be compatible with the shared value of 

sustainable and harmonious development.  

The question is whether China's current value system is compatible with 

sustainability. If so, how could the latter take shape into practice? If not, how should 

it be reconstructed? Philosophical reflection on these questions should be undertaken 

in cross-culture dialogues, because of the diversity in cultural and religious 

assumptions regarding the relationships between humans and nature; between the 

present generations and the future generations, the rights of individuals, etc. Thus, 

in building up a new value system of ecological civilization, a careful reconstruction 

of the current value system is needed. In China, the foundations of this new value 

system could be Marxism and ancient Chinese philosophical thought. Since the idea 

of ecological civilization has emerged in China
14

, Chinese philosophical thought has 

often been used as a philosophical resource to reflect on the relations between human 

and nature. In Daoism, it is emphasized that to follow Dao is to “follow the law of 

nature and let nature take its course”. In Confucianism, “the unity between Tian 

(heaven/nature) and Man” expresses an idea of the harmony between humans and 

nature (Pan 2016, 35; Zhou 2009, 2; Yu 2007, 138–39; Wei, Hulin, and An 2011, 

                                                   
14 Academic studies indicate that the concept of “ecological civilization” and the idea of building 

an ecological society from an industrial one was first mentioned by Roy Morrison in his book 

“Ecological Democracy” (Pan 2016, 34). Morrison argues that politically democracy is the best 

way to approach the movement from an  industrial society to an ecological civilization 

(Morrison 1995). However, the concept of “ecological civilization” in China has different 

philosophical origins.  
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840). In fact, these traditional thoughts still play a significant role in the minds and 

behaviour of Chinese people. In the political sphere, this significance is well 

recognized. In his recent speeches on building forward in accordance with the 

cultural power of Chinese socialism, President Xi Jinpin stated that traditional 

culture is the root and soul of the Chinese value system. To promote the construction 

and development of the Chinese socialist values system, we must start from an 

understanding of traditional cultures. Without this understanding, the new value 

system will not have vitality and influence (Xi 2016). 

On the academic level, Chinese philosophical thought is in need of 

reconstruction in the modern era for it to be able to serve as a valuable philosophical 

resource to reflect on contemporary questions. Aside from the relationship between 

nature and humans, these philosophical thoughts could also provide valuable views 

on ethical issues that arise from new technologies and social relationships. In 

Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation, a modern approach to Confucianism will be 

presented: its ethical thoughts on the meaning of environmental responsibilities and 

intergenerational relationships will be developed.  
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Chapter 2 

Climate Change and the Human Rights of 

Future Generations  

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION  

 

Climate change is increasingly understood as a “human rights” problem. It 

undermines, or will undermine, a range of human rights which are considered to be 

in need of international protection. Moreover, the consequences of our present 

decisions and actions with respect to the climate will have far reaching influences in 

the future. Thus, climate change also gives rise to the following pressing question: 

what do we owe to future generations? This chapter addresses the question whether 

the human rights of future generations could be the reason to justify our present 

moral responsibilities regarding these rights and generations. The goal of this chapter 

is to show how human rights theory could provide promising moral justifications 

and approaches to deal with the intergenerational issues raised by climate change. 

When speaking about human rights theory, the present dissertation focuses on the 

philosophical literature on human rights and not primarily on legal scholarship. The 

question is not primarily how existing human rights regulations are dealing with this 

topic but what consequences the human rights approach would have for future 

generations. Therefore, it is important to examine how the existing human rights 

praxis is critically reflected upon in the philosophical literature. 
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In order to consider the human rights of future generations, this chapter starts 

with a general discussion on the concept of human rights and its relationship with 

climate change (section 2.2 and 2.3). I will subsequently turn to the case of future 

generations. There are at least two major challenges which need proper responses. 

Firstly, can future generations be correctly said to have present human rights? I will 

argue in section 2.4 that future generations are not able to have the moral capacities 

to be normative agents in the present and are, thus, unable to make choices or 

exercise their purposes. Thus, it is problematic to ascribe present human rights to 

future generation. Assuming that they can be harmed, these harms can only take 

place in the future; therefore, I would argue that there is no such thing as present 

rights for future generations. Secondly, can present generations harm or benefit 

future individuals at all? In section 2.5, in response to Parfit’s non-identity problem, 

I show that future rights can impose present duties, because no matter who will exist 

in the future it is morally wrong to leave them a significantly deficient life which 

makes it impossible for them to choose their lives or restricts this capacity. 

  

2.2 UNDERSTANDING HUMAN RIGHTS 

Before we can examine the case for human rights of future generations, it is 

necessary to clarify some definitional issues with respect to the concept of human 

rights. What do we mean by “human rights” in this study? From the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, we can derive that human rights have distinctive 

features compared to other rights (Assembly 1948). Once we believe that the rights 

we have to something are human rights, this implies that they are equally and 

universally possessed by every human being regardless of their religion, gender, race, 

nationalities and so on. Moreover, these human rights are norms with high priority. 

They represent a range of fundamental requirements that every individual should be 

entitled to. It is believed that human rights should not be undermined and always 

have priority over any other practical and normative consideration. Their existence 
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is not dependent on the recognition by particular governments. Also, compared to 

other rights, human rights protect the most essential goods or interests of human 

beings; thus, the protection of them is a minimal standard for political or moral action.  

Even if we can identify human rights and separate them from other types of 

rights, according to the features mentioned above, it is still not clear what we mean 

by the concept of human rights. No doubt there could be various ways to understand 

this concept. One may use the term “human rights” as a legal or political term, as 

used in international human right treaties. In these cases, human rights are specific 

rights which address specific problems in social and political reality. Although these 

rights are based on philosophical assumptions, the validity of these rights can be 

understood as independent of a particular philosophical argument, mainly based on 

what was written down in international conventions and treaties
15

. However, this is 

not the concept of human rights we are going to use in this study. Rather, we are 

interested in looking for a conception of human rights, according to which the 

validity of human rights is justified on a more profound ground than mere legal 

agreement. The use of this concept need not refer to specific human rights law in 

reality, but to what is necessary to provide a sound moral argument for the validity 

of human rights. Even so, whether human rights are understood as a normative 

concept or a legal concept, both of these concepts share the basic features of human 

rights which I mentioned above.  

Even if we confine the concept of human right in this study to a moral concept 

and leave strictly legal concepts aside, we are still faced with plenty of controversies 

over the origin, nature, justification and content of human rights
16

. I am fully aware 

that it is a challenging task to provide an extensive analysis of human rights and 

                                                   
15 This type of understanding of human rights is widely used in the international human right 

protection, more specific discussions of this concept can be found in for instance (Nickel 2007) 

Chapter 1.  
16 For example, there are two significant distinctive conceptual frameworks to explain the 

concept of human rights. They are well known as Will theory, which believes that the capacities 

for freedom and making choices constitute the concept of human rights. The representative 

philosophers in this camp include H.L.A. Hart (Hart 1955), Alan Gewirth (Gewirth 1982), James 

Griffin (Griffin 2008),etc. Another approach, the interest-based approach, maintains that human 

rights are for the protection of the most essential human interests. For instance (Raz 2007). 
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defend what we think is the most plausible understanding among various existing 

understandings in a short text. Therefore, what I attempt to do in this section is to 

distinguish what will and what will not be the concepts used in our later discussions. 

That is, I need to provide some ground level contentions on the objects, justifications 

and the content of human rights in general. The discussion in this section serves as a 

conceptual tool which can then be applied to the case of human rights of future 

generations. Thus, it certainly will not cover all the aspects of human rights theory 

and it is more or less a task of narrowing down the concept of human rights to a 

workable form for this thesis, rather than an extensive analysis human rights theory 

itself.   

This section first explains (2.2.1) how human rights should be understood as 

moral rights and claim rights. Then section 2.2.2 shows that this way of 

understanding human rights can be justified by the agency-based approach which is 

mainly promoted by Alan Gewirth and James Griffin. The final part of this section 

(2.2.3) aims to show the important agreement on the concept of human rights that 

will be the conceptual tool for further discussion of the case of climate change and 

future generations.  

2.2.1 Human rights as moral rights and claim rights 

Let us begin by narrowing down what kind of human rights concept we are going to 

discuss by looking at some features which are widely accepted among many – 

though not all
17

 – prominent human rights theorists (Griffin 2008; Gewirth 1982; 

Shue 1996; Pogge 2002; Donnelly 2013; Martin and Nickel 1980; Feinberg 1966).  

                                                   
17 Most notably, there is an influential current of human rights theories which identify human 

rights as ‘political’, not moral rights, with Beitz, Rawls and Cohen as prominent defenders 

(Rawls 2001; Cohen 2004; Beitz 2009). This has led to a debate between defenders of the 

‘political’ and defenders of the ‘moral’ view of human rights. For a review of this debate, see 

(Gilabert 2011). As Gilabert argues, there is a lot of confusion in this debate, and both 

perspectives may be more complementary than is often thought. Anyhow, here we restrict 

ourselves to authors which acknowledge that human rights are (also) moral rights, independent of 

whether they are politically/legally recognized or not.   
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Firstly, one of the points of agreement among these philosophers is that the 

legally accepted human rights have to be seen as based in moral considerations. The 

validity of such right claims is based in moral judgement and it is not only derived 

from existing laws, emotions or other sources. As I mentioned earlier, the existence 

of human rights in this moral sense is accepted by virtue of the recognition of our 

common humanity, instead of any special relationships or contracts. It is “prior to, 

or independent of, any legal or institutional rules.” (Feinberg 1973, 84). Therefore, 

they must be distinguished from legal rights which exist under national or legal 

agreements. Moreover, as moral rights which are valid for all human beings, human 

rights should also be distinguished from other rights that are only valid in special 

relationships, such as the special rights and duties between a debtor and a creditor. 

They are believed to be universal and equally shared by all men, they are inherent 

and inalienable rights which indicate a moral threshold below which nobody may 

fall, and a moral priority compared to other types of rights. 

Second, many human rights theorists also commonly use the concept of human 

rights as claim-rights in their theories
18

. For example, according to Feinberg, to have 

a claim-right means having a claim to something against someone. It means that 

when a person has a claim-right to X, firstly, this person is entitled to X or at liberty 

to X as a claim; secondly, his/her claim to X imposes corresponding duties to other 

people (Feinberg and Narveson 1970, 256–57). As claims against others, these rights 

could consist of a negative claim against others for recognizing these rights and not 

interfering with this person’s access to X, or they could consist of a positive claim 

against someone to assist this person to have X. Thus, because of this structural 

meaning, human rights presuppose corresponding duties on the part of other moral 

agents to regulate their behaviour, either by refraining from interference or by 

assisting or protecting the rights-holders from severe deprivation. 

 

                                                   
18 In a different way Carl Wellman objected to this idea by arguing that human rights to liberty 

are not claim rights (Wellman 2010). Kerri Woods provides a correct response to this objection 

(Woods 2014, 12–13). 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 62PDF page: 62PDF page: 62PDF page: 62

Chapter 2: Climate Change and the Human Rights of Future Generations 

 

52 

 

2.2.2 The justification of human rights  

One may now ask: why should we conceive of human rights like this? Especially, 

how can we explain that we have human rights just because we are human beings 

“as such”? The problem here is how to explain the connection between “being a 

human being” and “having human rights that can impose duties to others”. To answer 

this this question, it is also helpful to understand what human rights actually have to 

be protected. Thus, the main questions that I attempt to answer in this section are: 

(1) from where do we get human rights and (2) what is the aim of human rights 

protection? Obviously, there are various ways to answer these questions. Also, there 

are different interpretations to support the understanding of human rights mentioned 

above. In this particular section, I will focus upon the agency-based/ personhood-

based approach which has been mainly endorsed by Alan Gewirth and James Griffin, 

since I believe it provides the most plausible explanation with respect to these 

questions. To substantiate this choice, I will defend their agency-based interpretation 

against a number of influential objections by Joseph Raz. Even though it is 

impossible to exhaust all possible objections against an agency-based interpretation 

in this discussion, I do hope that it will give the agency-based interpretations enough 

plausibility so as to use it as our preferred understanding of human rights for the rest 

of the dissertation.    

In general, the agency-based approach maintains that the essential justification 

of human rights should be established on a distinctive characteristic of human beings, 

which is their capacity for being rational and purposive agents. For Gewirth, human 

rights are justified due to their connection with “the generic purposive feature of 

human action”. The objects of human rights are to protect “the necessary conditions 

of purposive human action” (Gewirth 1982, 4). For Griffin, human standing is 

related to the ability for normative agency which requires protection of autonomy, 

minimum provision, and liberty. Therefore, the nature and capacities of human 

action are both the foundation of a justification of human rights and a provision of 

the substance of what human rights should protect (Griffin 2008). 
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 (i) Gewirth’s justification of human rights  

The justification of human rights according to the Gewirthian approach, which is 

grounded on purposive human agency, is conducted in a set of steps that are logically 

connected to each other. Gewirth aims to show that all human beings should see 

themselves as rationally committed to the rights of human beings in general. The 

specificity of this argument is that Gewirth develops it by claiming objective validity 

of some values, rights or goods but from the subjective perspective of agents in 

general. He shows that as purposive human agents we have strict reasons to assume 

that generally the necessary conditions of agency have to be respected by us. Hence, 

the argument goes as follows: 

Firstly, human actions are purposive because every purposive agent considers 

the purpose of his/her action as something good (according to whatever personal 

criterion). Different agents have various purposes and ideas about their actions 

(Gewirth 1982, 46).  

Secondly, in order to act on and fulfill these purposes, an agent must be able to 

control his own behavior and be free to act according to his purpose (freedom); and 

he must have basic knowledge and other conditions that are required to achieve the 

purpose (well-being). These are two features that are logically connected with 

purposive action. They characterize all purposive actions as instrumentally necessary, 

i.e. without them no person would be able to act and achieve his/her purposes. Thus 

these two conditions are called the “generic features of action” (Gewirth 1982, 47). 

If a person, as a purposive agent, wants to act according to his own decisions, he 

must also accept that he wants freedom and well-being as the necessary means to do 

so.  

Thirdly, if we believe freedom and well-being are normative necessities for us 

as purposive agents, we must also claim them as entitlements against other persons. 

Normative necessity entails correlative duties of another person who should refrain 

from interfering with me, or in some circumstances assist me if I am unable to have 

these goods through my own efforts. According to these logical relations, as agents 
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we have rights to freedom and well-being (Gewirth 1982, 47–49). Because of this 

strong connection, strict requirements are set on what could be normative necessities, 

the basic objects of human rights, so that they are different from other normative 

considerations. The essential focus of human rights protection is the condition that 

one must have as an agent instead of any condition to promote my particular view of 

what is good for me (Gewirth 1982, 6). It is also important to note that this logical 

step from goods to rights remains confined to the perspective of the agent or right-

holder.   

Fourthly, so far the rights we described above are not yet moral rights, because 

the derivation is merely presented as a justification of rights-claims on behalf of 

oneself from one’s perspective as a rights-holder. For them to become moral rights, 

an additional step is needed. If one accepts that, as a purposive agent, one must claim 

rights of freedom and well-being against other persons in order to protect the 

successful achievement of one’s purposes, and if one accepts that the sufficient basis 

of these right is the fact that one is a rational and purposive agent who holds purposes 

that one wishes to achieve, then one also has to accept the generalization of this claim. 

This means, to avoid self-contradiction, one must accept that all other purposive 

agents should also hold the same rights-claim to freedom and well-being. Hence, one 

must accept that all purposive agents have rights to freedom and well-being. Gewirth 

argues that these generic rights can rightly be called ‘human rights’, because “every 

human being is an actual, prospective, or potential agent.” (Gewirth 1982, 51–52).  

Apparently, these steps of his human rights justification are only one part of 

Gewirth’s theory of human rights. However, I believe his logical justification of 

human rights to freedom and well-being is sufficient to give an answer to our initial 

questions. According to Gewirth, human beings as such should have human rights 

to freedom and well-being because every human being is an actual or potential 

purposive agent, who has purposes that he/she wants to achieve, and the objects of 

human rights protect necessary conditions which make it possible for agents to 

achieve their purposes.  
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(ii) Griffin’s theory of human rights   

Griffin provides a pluralistic account of human rights, which grounds the 

justification of human rights on the basis of what he calls “personhood” and 

“practicalities”. Griffin argues that a concept of personhood that is understood as 

“normative agency” is the primary ground of his human rights justification. In 

comparison to this fundamental ground, “practicalities”, which are the practical 

considerations and empirical information of human society, serve as the secondary 

ground to decide what human rights are (Griffin 2008, 29–39). He explains that for 

him personhood does not include all aspects of being a human being. This concept 

has to be abstracted from the understanding of a human being as grounded in the 

biological species. The concept of “normative agency” refers to the fact that human 

life has distinctive features of existence relative to other beings, i.e. normative agents 

are capable of forming a conceptions of a life that is worthwhile, i.e. we are capable 

of “deliberating, assessing, choosing, and acting to make what we see as a good life 

for ourselves” (Griffin 2008, 32). This is the basis of our unique human standing 

which requires special protections. “Normative agency” for Griffin includes three 

components: (1) Autonomy, which is about “forming a conception of a worthwhile 

life”, valuing and disvaluing certain views that can improve one’s life, and taking 

actions to achieve this (Griffin 2008, 154–55). (2) Minimal provision, which refers 

to the minimal level of education, knowledge, information, and other conditions that 

enable one to choose from different options and to act or have the chance to achieve 

one’s goals; (3) Liberty, i.e. one should be free from any constraint and 

impoverishment of one’s possible choices and achievements (Griffin 2008, 35). 

Griffin believes that the personhood-based understanding of human rights together 

with the consideration of practicalities could sufficiently justify human rights.   
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(iii) Structural similarities  

After this brief discussion of Gewirth and Griffin’s views of the basis of human 

rights, I would like to argue that there is an important structural similarity between 

them. Griffin and Gewirth’s accounts agree on the point that human rights are 

derived from the human capacities of being a purposive agent, or personhood. This 

is why and how we earn special human standing. The possibilities to live according 

to our human standing as such require means that make it possible for us to fulfil or 

achieve these essential capacities. These demands are so crucial, that without them 

our personhood is undermined. Gewirth and Griffin’s theories provide convincing 

moral reasons to support the conclusion that everyone, in order to live according to 

his personhood, could claim rights to certain goods against other agents. Both agree 

that the aim of human rights protection is to secure the possibilities of exercising our 

essential capacities that are at the centre of human status, and to protect the 

conditions which are logically demanded for the existence and exercise of those 

capacities.  

 (iv) Replies to Raz’s critiques 

In his important article Human rights without foundations, Joseph Raz examines 

Gewirth and Griffin’s theories and raises several representative objections against 

the agency-based approach
19

. I will discuss these objections, and attempt to reply to 

them so as to vindicate the plausibility of an agency-based interpretation of human 

rights.  

The first challenge for the personhood approach, according to Raz, is that it 

seems that in Gewirth’s argument, rights are justified largely because they are 

valuable. He believes this to be problematic because the relationship between rights 

                                                   
19 There are of course many comments and critiques from other theorists, see for example 

(Bauhn 2016; Crisp 2014). In this text, I take Raz’s study as exemplary of the discussion, 

because it sets up important themes that are closely related to the limited discussion of Griffin 

and Gewirth that we provide in this chapter.  
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and value is misconceived. There are many essential and valuable goods in our life, 

but not all of these need to be granted as our rights. The fact that something is 

valuable is not sufficient to justify rights to it (Raz 2007, 323–24).  

To respond to this critique, it is necessary to re-examine whether Griffin and 

Gewirth’s justification really relies on the idea that human rights are justified only 

because they are valuable. We have to look at the third step in Gewirth’s discussion 

to address Raz’s critique of this confusion of rights and value. Gewirth explicitly 

says that the claim that something is good and valuable cannot directly generate a 

rights-claim (Gewirth 1982, 47–49). The goods that we can grant moral rights to 

must be “normative necessities” which means that the possession of this good must 

be necessary for a person to act and live according to his human standing in the first 

place. Thus, when we believe that we can claim rights to normative necessities, this 

is not only because they are valuable. What is more important is the logical 

connection between these goods and the conception of normative agency. The 

logical connection is more than just a valuable value-claim, because without the 

good in question it would be impossible for an agent to exercises the capacities that 

define his/her human standing.  

Let us turn to a second point. Raz is also suspicious of the normative necessities 

and their logical connection with the concept of personhood. He argues that if we 

believe, as Griffin does, that we must have human rights to freedom because freedom 

is normatively necessary to be a purposive agent, then this would imply that without 

freedom, people cannot act purposively. But slaves can act purposively, so it seems 

that freedom may not be a normative necessity after all (Raz 2007, 324). 

To respond to this challenge, we first need to note that “purposive agency” 

means more than a capacity to act intentionally. It should be focused on the human 

capacity of being a self-decider, or as Griffin puts it, the capacity of “deliberating, 

assessing, choosing, and acting to make what we see as a good life for ourselves” 

(Griffin 2008, 150–51). A slave, while he can perform some actions (breathe, lift his 

arm etc.), is clearly not such a self-decider. That is the distinctive feature of human 

existence which gives us our unique status. And of course it is where human rights 
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should be derived from, that is, freedom is clearly a normative necessity. Due to this 

logical connection, it is clear that the protection of human rights focuses on 

something that one must have in order to be a normative agent. And it is because of 

this that human rights protection deserves unique priority over other moral concepts 

or values.  

This issue is also related to another criticism which Raz makes. Because the 

focus of agency-based approach mainly falls on the capacities of personhood and 

normative agency, Raz argues that it seems their account of human rights will only 

include protections that relate to these capacities and ignore other cases when one’s 

capacity as an intentional actor is not very much affected, for instance, in cases of 

slavery or arbitrary arrest. This objection can be replied to by referring to Griffin’s 

theory. The rights to autonomy, liberty, and minimal provision are aiming to protect 

not only the capacities of forming a view on a worthwhile life, but also to the 

possibilities of exercising these capacities (Griffin 2008, 155–57). I believe that by 

focusing on these two main ideas, a conventional list of human rights should be 

covered. In cases such as slavery and arbitrary arrest, it is impossible to achieve one’s 

self-decisions or choose something other than being a slave or being locked up in a 

cell even though one’s capacities for self-decision are not significantly infringed.     

Finally, I turn to a third criticism of Raz. He is also concerned that Griffin 

presents his conception of normative agency with the components of autonomy, 

liberty and minimal provision, because it seems that the notion of normative agency 

and of course the notion of human rights are established from one particular ideal of 

a good life which may not be shared by everyone around the world.  

The examination of whether the notion of normative agency, with components 

such as autonomy or liberty, is based on one particular view of life can be conducted 

in two steps. Firstly, we can look into personhood-based theory itself, to see whether 

the starting points of this argument (for instance, human beings are purposive agents) 

are faulty or cannot be universally accepted, and whether there are logical errors 

from the starting point of the argument to its conclusions. According to the 

discussion above, I believe that the personhood account can pass this test. Secondly, 
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one can look into other cultural or philosophical traditions as well. No doubt, 

different philosophical traditions have other starting points from the ones found in 

Gewirth and Griffin’s theory. For instance, in Confucianism, the starting point of 

morality is that every human being is endowed with a moral mind of Ren 

(humaneness, benevolence). In order to check whether the personhood account of 

human rights can be universally accepted, our task is not restricted to see whether 

there is already a concept of autonomy or liberty in these other traditions, but could 

also be a task of investigating whether the basic beliefs of different cultural traditions 

should necessarily agree with, or at least be compatible with the ideas that Griffin 

and Gewirth have defended. In chapters 4 and 6 of this dissertation, I will execute 

this second task, based on my analysis of Confucianism. I will argue that although 

there are significant differences between Confucianism and the personhood-based 

human rights theory, they also share certain ideas and characteristics. In Chapter 4 

(section 4.7), I discuss the meaning of autonomy in Confucian ethics and its 

relationship with moral responsibility. It shows that Confucianism addresses the 

“moral autonomy” of each individual in a Confucian ethical framework. This 

concept is different from the one found in the theory of Gewirth and Griffin, but 

what they have in common is the idea that the choice of each individual is based on 

his/her own voluntary decision and this requires the absence of external, 

inappropriate interference. Certainly, Confucianism is not the same as liberalism. It 

provides a particular view of a good life and it emphasizes that people’s choices are 

their own and it embraces other ways of life choices according to various purposes. 

Thus, in this sense, it must be compatible with the meaning of liberty and autonomy 

in the study of Gewirth and Griffin. In Chapter 6 (section 6.2.1), I describe the ideal 

of the realization of personhood, which refers to an actualization of the distinctive 

capacities of human beings and plays an essential role both in the moral thinking of 

human rights theory and in Confucianism. 

In sum, in presenting the agency-based justification of human rights, this 

section has concentrated on the structural similarity between Gewirth’s and Griffin’s 

theory of human rights. I believe these are convincing explanations of why we have 
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human rights (because we are humans as such) and why we should believe they are 

moral rights which impose moral claims to some goods against other moral agents.  

2.2.3 The Content of Human Rights  

As we have seen in the previous two sections, the meaning and justification of human 

rights are closely related to each other. This section moves forward to another 

question namely “what do we think we have rights to”, i.e. the content of human 

rights. Once we acknowledge that every human being possesses human rights as 

moral rights, it is necessary to examine the meaning of the most essential rights and 

identify the content of the rights which are considered to be the basic rights, the 

violation of which should be considered as morally wrong. We should keep the 

earlier discussion on the justification of human rights in mind when considering the 

content of human rights in this section.  

Both Gewirth and Griffin explain the meaning and identify the content of the 

high level of rights in their theory and justify their importance by their necessary 

relation with human standing. Gewirth identifies these most essential human rights 

by listing the components of human rights to freedom and well-being that are 

justified. The components of freedom contain the possibilities that people control 

their own actions and participate in social life on the basis of their own unforced 

choices. Thus, a right to freedom entails the human rights to be free from coercion, 

violence and deception or any other attack that makes it impossible for an individual 

to act freely or make his/her own choices. Rights to well-being include rights to 

“basic goods”, which are the essential preconditions for one’s actions, such as “life, 

physical integrity, and mental equilibrium”; “non-subtractive goods”, which are 

necessary to maintain the ability for purposive action, such as the conditions that 

affect one’s abilities, knowledge and resources for purposive agency, and finally so-

called “additive goods”, which are the conditions that increase the level of one’s 

purpose-fulfillment, such as education or protection against discrimination (Gewirth 

1982, 56–57).  
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Griffin, on the other hand, separates rights to autonomy from those to liberty. 

The rights to autonomy, according to Griffin, specifically refer to the possibilities of 

making self-decisions for a normative agent. These self-decisions consist of a person 

making decisions about what is worth doing and decisions about carrying out those 

decisions. Thus, to protect the right to autonomy, one should be free from the serious 

harm that blocks one’s self-decisions, such as manipulation, brainwashing, 

domination and so on (Griffin 2008, 150–57). The right to liberty aims to protect 

one’s freedom to pursue one’s own wishes. In addition to these two rights, Griffin 

argues that since human rights are to protect human standing for normative agents, 

then a minimal level of material provisions is also a necessary condition for effective 

liberty and autonomy. Thus, Griffin argues that both life and certain supporting 

goods are necessary conditions of an autonomous person and should be recognized 

as human rights as well. The minimal provisions are to protect the conditions not 

only for one’s capacities, but also for the possibilities to exercise them. These are the 

welfare rights that are defined from his account of personhood. These rights may be 

more demanding than mere subsistence, but are below the level of well-being of rich 

societies (Griffin 2008, 183). 

If we compare Gewirth and Griffin, we can find some common ideas in the 

content of basic rights which they present. To identify the basic human rights, they 

show that the basic right to life, to liberty, and to basic welfare which are considered 

to be the necessary conditions of human agency, should be equally and universally 

protected. And the protection of these rights is only restricted at the level of enabling 

purposive agents, instead of promoting the good according to each individual’s view 

of what a good life is. 

The common view of the content of human rights arising from Griffin’s and 

Gewirth’s theories, also roughly cover the content of “basic rights” that are discussed 

in Henry Shue’s theory of human rights, which will be one of the important theories 

that we will use later, in the discussion of climate ethics. Basic human rights, 

according to Shue, are moral rights to prevent violation of the most basic needs by 

devastating threats, which include the loss of security and the loss of subsistence 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 72PDF page: 72PDF page: 72PDF page: 72

Chapter 2: Climate Change and the Human Rights of Future Generations 

 

62 

 

(Shue 1996, 18). The rights to physical security (against serious harm such as murder, 

torture, mayhem, rape, or assault), the rights to subsistence (or economic security, 

include adequate food, clothing, shelter, and unpolluted air, water, which are the 

basic necessities for a reasonable healthy and active life) and the rights to liberty
20

 

are believed to be basic in the sense that the enjoyment and exercise of them are 

essential for the enjoyment of any other rights. This is a slightly different justification 

from the one offered by Gewirth and Griffin, but Shue agrees with these authors that 

human rights should not be understood in the sense that those basic rights are “more 

valuable or intrinsically more satisfying to enjoy than some other rights” (Shue 1996, 

19–23).  For him, as for Gewirth and Griffin, human rights protect a very basic 

capacity to act. One of the crucial points that Shue contributes to his discussion of 

basic rights is that the content of human rights should include both so-called negative 

rights (e.g. liberty) and positive rights (e.g. subsistence) in the traditional sense. The 

reason for this is that both positive and negative rights are equally basic, hence 

should be universally shared by every human being.  

So far, we have found a consensus among theorists about the basic 

understanding of human rights, that is we have human rights as moral rights against 

severe threats, and these rights impose duties on other moral agents. Content-wise, 

this includes basic human rights to physical security, subsistence, and liberty. 

Although I came to this consensus mainly based on a discussion of Gewirth, Griffin 

and Shue’s theories of human rights, it has been accepted by a wider circle of human 

right theorists. Although theorists like Simon Caney and Derek Bell establish their 

ethical discussions of climate change on an interest-based approach of human rights, 

instead of an agency-based approach, they would agree with this consensus on the 

content, i.e. that we have human rights to physical security, subsistence, and liberty 

as moral rights (Caney 2010b; D. Bell 2011). This essential consensus on the concept 

of human rights will be the starting point for the discussion of future generations in 

this study. 

                                                   
20 Shue lists these three types of basic rights in this discussion, but he admits that it is not a 

comprehensive and exhaustive examination of basic rights (Shue 1996, 65).  
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2.3 CLIMATE CHANGE JEOPARDIZES HUMAN RIGHTS   

Before we turn to the question of future generations, there is one final point that I 

want to address at this point in my argument. If we adopt a theory of human rights 

to understand the ethical issues of climate change, it is necessary to show how human 

rights and climate change are related. What would be the crucial advantages of 

human rights theory in response to this particular issue, compared to other 

approaches? A considerable amount of theorists has advocated that climate change 

(will) jeopardize(s) basic human rights in the future
21

 (Caney 2010b; D. Bell 2011; 

Shue 1999; Davidson 2008; Humphreys 2010; Hiskes 2009; Vanderheiden 2008; 

Hayward 2005; Baer et al. 2009; Woods 2010). This section aims to explain their 

argument, by identifying a list of human rights that are believed to be violated by 

climate change, and then further discuss why human rights theory is a plausible 

approach in response to climate change, or environmental issues in general.  

Those theorists who insist that climate change is fundamentally an issue of 

human rights violations argue that climate change harms several internationally 

protected human rights, i.e. the rights to life, rights to health, and rights to 

subsistence (Caney 2010b), human rights to physical security (Shue 1999, 39), 

human rights to development (Baer et al. 2009), and rights to property (Davidson 

2008, 475). Many other rights are also mentioned, such as the rights to culture, 

migration, and resettlement (Humphreys 2010, 1). Other philosophers maintain that 

it is necessary to recognize new special environmental rights in response to this issue, 

such as a right to “ecological space”(Hayward 2007), a right to a stable climate 

(Vanderheiden 2008, 252), and human rights to a safe environment as “emergent 

human rights” (Hiskes 2009). Although they propose different lists of human rights 

that may be violated by climate change, for me, their answers seem compatible in 

                                                   
21 Of course, this may not be the only way that climate change relates to human rights. Another 

line of thought holds that climate change raises the discussion about the rights to carbon emissions 

or rights to the fair share of absorptive capacities (Hayward 2012). However, these rights are less 

basic and less relevant than the basic human rights in the case of future generations.   
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the sense that those defending human rights to development or new environmental 

rights would also agree that human rights include basic rights to life, to health, and 

to subsistence as well. Therefore, in this thesis, I will assume that climate change 

violates basic human rights to life, to health, and to subsistence, as Caney has 

suggested (Caney 2010b)
22

. This calls for actions to prevent and undo the wrongful 

harms to people’s basic human rights. With this clarification, we can introduce the 

first proposition, that is 

 

P1: climate change jeopardizes, or will jeopardize, the basic human rights to life, 

to health, and to subsistence of presently living persons. Thus, we have correlative 

duties to take actions against the causes and impacts of climate change, for the sake 

of the basic human rights of these persons.  

 

Human rights theorists believe, as Caney has argued, that compared to other 

dominant ways of thinking about climate change (for instance, cost–benefit analysis 

or the human security approach), a rights-based analysis of climate change provides 

stronger arguments in terms of the unconditional protection of one’s basic rights. 

The human rights approach provides a moral threshold and argues for an 

unconditional commitment to safeguard individuals’ basic rights, contrary to cost–

benefit approaches which leave our commitments open, depending on what would 

maximize the good, as determined by the method of such approaches. As for the 

human security approach, although it also concerns the interest of the most 

disadvantaged, this concern is criticized for being only contingent and partial, 

because this approach will pay most attention to climate cases that result in violent 

                                                   
22

 This does not mean that these basic rights are the only exclusively important human rights which 

are violated in climatic disasters. I did not choose the longer list mentioned earlier because the 

justification of those rights as human rights may require more special arguments, for example 

environmental rights. However, our interest here is mainly to examine whether the similar 

consideration of human rights can be applied to future generation, but not to examine the content 

of human rights per se. Thus, in order to avoid ambiguity and unnecessary controversies, our focus 

will be confined to a short list. And I believe that when they can be successfully applied to future 

generations, other rights, with careful analysis, could also be justified as rights of future 

generations.  
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conflicts, like death, disease, and so on, but not to cases where people’s basic 

subsistence is at stake (Caney 2010a). I believe the rights-based approach is 

important in that it can usefully deal with the serious harms of climate disasters. Its 

unconditional commitment to the protection of each individual’s basic human right 

is, indeed, the significant advantage of human rights approaches in response to 

climate change.  

So far, according to P1, it is plausible to argue that we have moral 

responsibilities to act against climate change to the extent that this is necessary for 

the sake of preventing violations of the human rights of present generations. In what 

follows, I attempt to examine whether the same structure of argument can be applied 

to the case of future generations, especially the future generations that do not have 

overlapping lives with us. Namely, I will attempt to justify the second proposition: 

 

P2: climate change will jeopardize the basic human rights to life, to health, and 

to subsistence of future generations. Thus, we have correlative duties to take actions 

against the causes and impacts of climate change, for the sake of the basic human 

rights of future generations.  

 

The justification of P2 needs at least to answer the following two questions: (1) 

how to understand the human rights of future generations in this argument? 

According to the account of human rights that we adopted earlier, is it more sensible 

to conceive of them as present rights or as future rights? (2) Is it possible that rights 

and their correlative duties can exist at two different moments in time, that is, can 

future rights impose duties on the present?  

2.4 THE HUMAN RIGHTS OF FUTURE GENERATIONS AS FUTURE 

RIGHTS 

Let us look at the first question. Can future generations be correctly said to have 

human rights? Over the past few decades, many philosophers have contributed to the 
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debate about this question (De Goerge 1981; Macklin 1981; Gosseries 2008; 

Beckerman and Pasek 2001; Partridge 1981; Baier 1981; Elliot 1989a; Feinberg 

1981). Due to current pressing environmental issues, this topic still attracts a great 

deal of research interest.  

One of the main questions at the heart of disputes about the human rights of 

future generations is whether we should understand their human rights as present 

rights. There are theorists who maintain that the rights of future generations can be 

understood as present rights (Elliot 1989a; Baier 1981). They believe that the 

existence of rights can be independent of the existence of the rights-holders, at least 

if there is a proper spokesman for future generations to represent and claim their 

rights (Baier 1981, 174); or as long as there is a normative principle to support a 

particular type as a right that can be possessed by future generations, such as rights 

to life; and there could be present applications for this rights which can active them 

before the rights holder’s existence (Elliot 1989b, 161). However, these positions 

have been strongly criticized. Some theorists maintained that it is inappropriate to 

say that future generations have present rights because of their non-existence (De 

Goerge 1981; Macklin 1981; Gosseries 2008; Beckerman and Pasek 2001). For 

example, De Goerge argues that “future generations have rights” cannot be a factual 

statement. We could choose to ascribe rights to future generations, but not doing so 

would avoid many problems, because the usual way of justifying rights cannot be 

easily defended due to their non-existence. At least, to have something has to be a 

present tense claim; thus, De Goerge rejects the idea of future generations having 

human rights. (De Goerge 1981, 158–59).  

This particular objection is supported by other arguments. Having a right is not 

only to have a claim, but also to have power to waive or to exercise that right. All of 

these presuppose the existence of a rights-holder. Rights-bearers should be able to 

exercise rights and make choices. Future generations are not capable of making 

choices and actively use and enjoy their rights. Even if they can be harmed, harms 

can only happen in the future; therefore, there is no such thing as a present right for 

future generations. Or, if human rights are based on their essential interests, those 
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interests are future interests (Gosseries 2008, 453–54). Due to their non-existence, 

one may also argue that, if they cannot be a bearer of duties, they cannot be the 

bearers of rights either. Macklin suggests that there should be a symmetry between 

rights-holders and duty holders. Since it is inappropriate to assign duties to a non-

existing person, it is similarly improper to attribute rights to him/her (Macklin 1981, 

152–53).  

Another type of objection argues that the identity of a person should be one of 

the basic criteria to attribute human rights. As Macklin has argued, none of the 

members of the class of future generations is identifiable; therefore, there is no 

rights-holder on whose behalf the specific right can be claimed to exist (Macklin 

1981, 152). Norton argues that the indeterminacy of the identity of future individuals 

offers grounds to deny a present right to future generations, because he believes that 

the notion of human rights is an individualist concept by nature. In order to assign 

rights to someone, it is in necessary to know the identity of this person who will exist 

in the future. It is also necessary to know what kind of right in request and the 

population size of future generations (Norton 1982, 335). He further proposed 

underlying problems of ascribing rights to non-identifiable persons. One of them is 

that once we use the concept of human right as a normative basis, it is assumed that 

every individual's right should be equally respected. However, it is not possible to 

protect or fulfil the human rights of future generations without drawing an arbitrary 

line, given the infinite size of these generations (Norton 1982, 333).  

However, others have argued that this is not a barrier to ascribing rights to 

future generations. For instance, Pletcher believes that the concept of rights does not 

necessarily need to be stated with a particular rights-holder in mind. For example, 

anyone may have an obligation to clean the camping site for his or her successor. 

Pletcher argues that in this case the reason that one has the obligation is because 

there is a preliminary “rights function”, which means for any person X who wants 

to camp on the site, no matter who he/she is, X has rights to a clean camping site 

(Pletcher 1981, 107). This means these rights are valid independently of the 

knowledge about any particular rights-bearers. However, this response is 
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problematic for two reasons: firstly, not all duties imply human rights; secondly, we 

cannot decide whether one has rights according to whether there are duties to accept.  

Other scholars propose that we could correctly say that future generations have 

rights by assigning special kinds of present rights to future generations, for which 

the identity of rightsholders is not necessary. For example, in this case the present 

rights of future generations are recognized as negative rights which require negative 

duties, such as the rights not be harmed (Bandman 1982, 99–100). They explain that 

they only assign these special rights to future generations because of the limits of 

our current knowledge and powers. It may be too demanding to equally respect and 

fulfil all the rights of infinite future generations, especially those who will live in the 

remote future. The problem of this approach is that in many cases, the so-called 

negative rights also require positive duties. Many rights that we usually regard as 

negative require positive actions for their active protection. For instance, rights to 

security may require positive actions to protect the security of the rights-holder. Thus, 

reducing the demandingness of present rights in this way may not be helpful. 

Moreover, if future rights can possibly impose duties to present generations, it may 

not be necessary to claim their present rights.    

So far, I have presented two kinds of objections to assign human rights to 

future generations. Although I do not agree with all of the details of these two 

objections, it seems that the idea of ascribing present rights to future generations is 

not convincing. I believe that the personhood account of human rights would reject 

the idea of present human rights of future generations and this understanding of 

human rights will share the two kinds of objections mentioned above.  

The personhood account of human rights is centred on the moral capacities of 

being a purposive agent, or personhood. The justification of human rights implies 

the belief that all purposive agents will have their own purpose according to 

whatever they think is right. In order to fulfil their various purposes, persons must 

claim rights to freedom and wellbeing (Gewirth), or rights to liberty, autonomy, and, 

minimal provision (Griffin). These justifications of human rights presuppose that 

human rights-holders are normative agents that are capable of “deliberating, 
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assessing, choosing, and acting to make what we see as a good life for ourselves” 

(Griffin 2008, 150–51). Thus, to identify who should be a rights-holder, this account 

of human rights is focused on and restricted to one’s human capacities. The 

description of human rights-holders may exclude many people that we may 

intuitively think should be human rights-holders as well, such as children, infants or 

foetuses. In response to these cases, Griffin analyses the case of children’s rights. He 

argues that none of the following reasons we may have to think that they should have 

human rights, such as their moral significance, their potentiality, vulnerability, or 

membership of the human species, do in fact entail that they have human rights. It is 

best to reserve human rights only for normative agents who already have the moral 

capacities that we mentioned above. Thus, he argues that it is perhaps wrong to 

regard children’s rights as human rights. Instead, it is better to treat them as special 

kinds of rights and argue that children will enter the stage of having human rights 

later. Based on this analysis of children’s rights, it is clear that future generations 

cannot be understood as rights-holders of human rights. For the personhood account 

of human rights, the non-existence of future generations makes it impossible for 

them to have the human capacities to be normative agents now. Thus, they are unable 

to make choices or exercise their purposes. Moreover, the concept of normative 

agency in this account presupposes a consciousness of self and of what is good; thus, 

it presupposes the identity of the person. Thus, it is problematic to ascribe present 

human rights to future generations   

In sum, according to personhood-based human rights, it is plausible to refuse 

the notion of present rights of future generations. Therefore, I adopt the position that 

we need to see their human rights as “future rights” and adopt the belief that rights 

exist only at the same time when the rights-bearers exist. This makes it necessary to 

examine whether future rights can possibly impose duties on the present. 
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2.5 THE CORRELATION BETWEEN PRESENT DUTY AND 

FUTURE RIGHTS 

If the analysis is correct so far, the validity of P2 should be examined under the 

notion of the future right of future generations. There is no logical problem to ascribe 

future rights to them, since we should not deny that when future people come into 

existence, they will have human rights. However, problems may occur if we want to 

use their future rights to argue for present duties. In what follows, I will first present 

the arguments which support such a correlation. These arguments are based on the 

assumption that present generations can harm and benefit future individuals. 

However, there are disagreements about the possibility to correlate present duties to 

future rights, especially to the distant future, due to the uncertainty about the 

existence of those rights, given the distance between us and future generations. 

Secondly, I will analyze the discussion about Parfit’s non-identity problem, which 

challenges the assumption mentioned above in important ways. The future 

individual’s paradox asks whether we can harm anyone who is not yet existing. 

Eventually, how we solve this challenge also shapes the way in which we understand 

the relation between present duties and future rights. 

Many theorists like Feinberg, Elliot and Bell hold a positive view on the 

correlation between present obligations and future rights (Feinberg 1981; Elliot 

1989a; D. Bell 2011; Meyer 2014; Düwell 2016; Davidson 2008). A defense of this 

relationship starts from a recognition of the causal linkage between present decisions 

and future potential rights. Feinberg argues that future generations are not that 

remotely potential in the sense that “our collective posterity is just as certain to come 

into existence” (Feinberg 1981, 147). Although we do not know the identity of each 

individual, when they come into existence, they will have rights such as those to 

“living space, fertile soil, fresh air” that we presently can have an influence on 

(Feinberg 1981, 148). Elliot believes that since we could adversely affect the rights 

of future generations, their future human rights can be violated by our present 
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decisions. Therefore, we need to accept that, once our present actions can cause 

human right violations, no matter whether this happens at present or in the future, 

we are obliged to take the action of minimizing such violations (Elliot 1989b, 162). 

A similar position is also defended by other philosophers. However, this assumption 

of a causal relationship is seriously challenged by Parfit’s non-identity problem, 

which is also well-known as the “future individual paradox” (Parfit 1982)  

Can we simply assume that there are future rights which will be harmed by the 

impacts of our current actions? The Parfit paradox offers a substantial reason to 

doubt the possibility of harming or benefiting future individuals. We understand 

‘being harmed’ to mean that something happens which makes someone worse off 

than one would have been if the harmful action had not been performed. The non-

identity problem states that even if there are some decisions that we believe are 

wrong for future generations, the outcomes of these decisions in the future may not 

make anyone worse off at all. The major reason for such a concern is that our present 

decisions will affect the identity of those who will exist in the future. For example, 

imagine two different environmental policies. Policy A chooses more aggressive 

measures to protect the environment, so as to protect the well-being of individuals 

in the long term. In contrast, Policy B focus more on the benefits in the short term. 

Therefore, plan B sticks to an economic developmental strategy of “business-as-

usual”. In comparing these two policies, most of us intuitively believe that if we 

choose policy B, our decisions will harm the well-being of future individuals. 

However, the “non-identity problem” suggests another way to interpret such a story. 

If we follow policy B, people in Generation X (Gx) will come into existence in the 

future. They will have to experience an unpleasant environment as the outcome of 

policy B. But if we choose the environmentally-friendly policy A (following a green 

life style or having fewer children and so on), as a consequence, the people in Gx 

may not be born in the future at all. Gx becomes Gx’. For the people in Gx, the 

decision between choosing policy B or policy A means that they either experience a 

polluted environment or never come into existence at all. The problem is that we 

cannot decide which one of these two results is wrong for them. As Parfit said: 
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“We can ask, ‘If particular people live lives that are on the whole well worth 

living, even though they are struck by some catastrophe, is this worse for these 

people than if they had never existed?’ Our answer must be no. If we do believe 

that causing to exist can benefit, we can say more. Since the people struck by 

the catastrophe live lives that are well worth living, and would never have 

existed if we had chosen the Safe Policy, our choice of the Risky Policy is not 

only not worse for these people: it benefits them.”(Parfit 1982, 116)   

 

Therefore, according to so called the person-affecting intuition (Roberts 2003) 

or the principle of wrong require victims (Parfit 1982, 117), which means that any 

wrong doing or harm need victims is actually worse off, the Parfit paradox concludes 

that no one is harmed in the story above. That means we cannot say that policy B is 

wrong, because it does not make anyone worse off. Intuitively we believe it is wrong 

to choose policy B instead of policy A. But it is a difficult task to disprove that 

contingent persons cannot be harmed. This problem places a serious challenge to any 

harm-related argument (Page 2007, 132).  

There are many philosophers who have tried to respond to this problem in order 

to defend the concept of duties to future generations. In what follows, I will present 

two plausible responses which are, I believe, compatible with the human rights 

approaches I defended earlier.  

There is a modest reply which is offered by Davidson (Davidson 2008). He 

maintains that even though there are no satisfactory solutions to the non-identity 

problem, we cannot be certain to claim that we definitely will not harm anyone’s 

human right by choosing a non-ecofriendly policy, such as policy B. Davidson 

proposed that unless we can definitely prove that we will never harm the future, we 

should not ignore our moral intuitions about duties to future generations which are 

generally shared by many moral philosophers and laymen. Therefore, he proposes a 

precautionary approach that climate change should be regard as if it is harmful to 

future generations (Davidson 2008, 482).  



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 83PDF page: 83PDF page: 83PDF page: 83

Chapter 2: Climate Change and the Human Rights of Future Generations 

 

73 

 

A stronger argument is put forward by the following philosophers, and I believe 

their point of view should be accepted from the point of view of the understanding 

of human rights I adopted earlier. Their arguments are based on the idea that it is 

morally problematic to live an undesirable life and that there is no right to come into 

existence. Human right approaches commonly agree that once someone is born, this 

person should be protected, to be able to enjoy his or her basic human rights. His or 

her well-being should not fall under a certain threshold (Meyer 2014). Kavka claims 

that from a moral point of view, living a restricted life is intrinsically undesirable. 

Restricted life means “significantly deficient in one or more of the major respects 

that generally make human lives valuable and worth living” (Kavka 1982, 105). In 

line with this argument, policy B is morally problematic because the impact of it will 

make it impossible to fulfill the basic human rights of future persons. When we 

compare the option to live a restricted life or to be unable to come into existence at 

all, the latter one is less problematic. This is so because there is no human right to 

come into existence. Although Feinberg advocates the interests and rights of future 

generations, he also points out that they do not have any actual interest. Therefore, 

there is no interest in coming into existence (Feinberg 1981, 148).  

Also, recognizing rights to come into existence may impose an impossible task 

on present people to not violate their rights (Delattre 1972, 255–56). Thus, according 

to this argument, we may draw the conclusion that in order to protect a future person 

from falling into a restricted life, we should alter policy B to policy A. This decision 

is morally plausible even if it results in the non-existence of generation Gx. This 

kind of argument defines human rights violations by identifying whether the 

protection of one’s human right falls below the moral threshold or not. Thus, if any 

of the present decisions could possibly cause an undesirable life of someone, 

regardless of the identity of this person, we should still consider it a human rights 

violation and morally wrong.  

It is necessary to note that such responses to the non-identity problems shift the 

attention form the harm and benefit of one particular person to a group of unknown 

persons. Thus, once we talk about the human rights of someone, this refers to the 
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human rights of a group of non-identifiable people instead of any particular one. 

Some may argue that the human rights of future generations should therefore be 

understood as group rights (Page 2007, 153–56). However, I believe that the concept 

of human rights is still an individualist concept, in the sense of referring to the aim 

to guarantee the basic interest of each individual. In the case of the human rights of 

future generations, it is unavoidable to refer to this individualist concept in a 

collectivized sense, but even in future cases the concept of human rights still refers 

to the rights of each individual in that group. It is difficult to respond to the non-

identity problems on identity-dependent terms. Therefore, it is more plausible to 

relate present duties to future rights of persons as a group. Although the identity of 

a particular individual will be changed in the future according to our present 

decisions, there will be a group of people whose human rights will be undermined if 

we choose policy B, and this is morally wrong because the choice violates the human 

rights which belong to each individual. In this way, our present duty is associated 

with a group of unknown people in the future.  

Although this line of thought is correct so far, it has also been criticized for 

confusing indeterminacy with contingency thereby missing the point of the non-

identity problem. This would mean it still leaves open the question of whether a 

particular possible person could be harmed (Tremmel 2009, 38). But in my opinion, 

it is at least plausibly proved that our present decisions could harm a group of 

unknown persons. This implies that our present duties could be based on such a 

relation. According to the argument above, I believe it is correct to say that present 

generations have correlative duties to future generations in the context of climate 

change, because their future rights will be violated/benefited by our present decisions. 

Therefore, it is correct to argue:  

 

P2: Climate change will jeopardize the basic human rights to life, to health, and 

to subsistence of future generations. Thus, we have correlative duties to take actions 

against the causes and impacts of climate change, for the sake of the basic human 

rights of future generations.  
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2.6 CONCLUSION  

I have argued that it is plausible to claim that we have moral duties to future 

generations for the reasons of their future human rights. According to the 

personhood-based human rights theory, human rights are meant to protect the 

necessary conditions for normative agency, namely the capacity of agents to choose 

and exercise their own choices.  

Due to climate change, it is possible to influence many aspects of the life of 

future individuals, and this may undermine future human rights in terms of 

restricting future moral agents in their ability to choose or exercise their essential 

moral capacities. Once future people come into existence, their future human rights 

deserve to be treated in the same way as ours. I believe that, no matter who these 

persons will be in the future, this potential consequence should be regarded as 

morally wrong according to the human rights theory. According to this belief, it is 

correct to say that present generations have moral duties which are correlative to the 

future rights of future generations.  

The discussions in this chapter have focused on the question of the human rights 

of future generations. The remaining questions are: 1) what kind of duties do we owe 

in regarding their rights in the context of climate policy arrangement. 2) how to 

assign these duties to different agents. These questions will be examined in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Rights-based Duties to Future Generations 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

In Chapter 2 I have shown that climate change would jeopardize the basic human 

rights of future generations and that, therefore, present generations should hold 

correlative duties towards them. However, it remains unclear what the concept of 

their future rights demands of us, especially in the case of climate change.  

This chapter looks at this subject from the perspective of correlative duties
23

. 

The question is what kind of duties such future rights require from us especially in 

the context of climate policy arrangements. Related to this and based on a Gewirthian 

argument on human rights as a regulatory framework of a community of rights, 

section 2 shows that the duties we must provide for future generations are primarily 

negative duties and (under some constraints) positive duties. Section 3 attempts to 

show the objects or the contents of these duties. It argues that present generations 

hold ecological duties to future generations. Section 4 further examines, from the 

view of human rights theory, the allocation of these duties to different agents with 

the aim of answering the question whether individual agents have a moral duty to 

control their material consumptions and to choose a green life style for the well-

being of future generations. This chapter does not intend to be an original 

contribution to the discussion of the duties to future generation. Instead, the purpose 

                                                   
23 In the introduction of this dissertation, I distinguished the concepts of “duty”, “obligation”, and 

“responsibility”. I use the term responsibility as a general term, meaning that we are responsible 

for something. In this chapter, “duty” is used as the correlative concept of human rights. I use “duty” 

and “obligation” as interchangeable terms in this study. 
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is firstly to review the discourse on the duties to future generations among human 

rights theories, and secondly to locate my point of view on these existing discussions, 

according to the approach I adopt from human rights theory in this study.   

Before the discussion arrives at the issue of duty to future generations, this 

chapter starts by explaining the concept of duty and the kinds of duties in human 

rights theory (3.2). Then it turns to the discussion of duties to future generations. 

Section 3.3 mainly looks for a plausible answer to the question of what we owe to 

future generations. Section 3.4 concentrates on the issue of the allocation of these 

duties between different persons and institutions.  

3.2 RIGHTS-BASED DUTIES IN HUMAN RIGHTS THEORY 

 

This section aims to describe some basic aspects of rights-based duties, and also 

attempts to show what kinds of duties could be justified according to human rights 

theory. Commonly, the duties to future generations have been focused on negative 

duties. However, I will show that we should accept that we have positive duties under 

certain conditions, according to the concept of human rights we adopt in this study, 

especially when we believe that human rights have to be seen in the context of a 

community of rights. 

3.2.1 Rights-Based Duties are Strict Duties  

In human rights theory, the concept of duty is implied in the very concept of a human 

right as such. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the concept of human rights I adopt in this 

dissertation is one in which human rights are understood both as moral rights and as 

claim rights. Human rights are morally justified claims to something against 

someone. That means, once a right to X is recognized as a human right, human 

beings are entitled to X as a morally justified claim and this claim imposes 

corresponding duties on others. The corresponding duties are the demands to others 

not to interfere with or in some situations to support the enjoyment and the possibility 
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to exercise the right in question. Thus, the concept of duty, as the corresponding 

concept of human rights, is shaped and justified by the understanding of human 

rights
24

. Between human rights and their correlative duties, rights have a prior status 

and determine the basic nature of our duties. Namely, duties should be understood 

as existing for the sake of the fulfilment of human rights. As Gewirth describes it, 

rights and duties are correlative but not identical. The relation between rights and 

duties is similar to the relation between benefits and burdens:  

 

“[T]hey have different normative contents and a different valuational status, in 

the following way. Rights are to duties as benefits are to burdens. For rights 

are justified claims to certain benefits, the support of certain interests of the 

subject or right-holder. Duties, on the other hand, are justified burdens on the 

part of the respondent or duty-bearer: they restrict his freedom by requiring 

that he conduct himself in ways that directly benefit not himself but rather the 

right-holder. But burdens are for the sake of benefits, and not vice versa. Hence 

duties, which are burdens, are for the sake of rights, whose objects are benefits.” 

(Gewirth 1986, 333)  

 

Thus, duties exist for the sake of rights. Although not everyone agrees with 

Gewirth’s description of this relation and his use of the term benefits and burdens
25

, 

I believe that he at least correctly shows that rights are the reasons and the justifying 

grounds of duties.   

Since human rights theory mainly focuses on duties as rights-based duties, and 

human rights are morally justified claims, it is necessary to note that rights-based 

duties are morally required, strict duties, in comparison to the loose (sometimes 

called ‘wide’) duties, which do not have any correlativity with rights and do not 

                                                   
24 Obviously, there could be various moral grounds to explain duties/responsibilities other than 

rights. There may be duties that are not derived from a claim rights of other persons, such as the 

duties that are derived from kindness, beneficiary. However, these duties are not the focus of 

human rights theory and they will not be the concern of this chapter.   
25 More discussions and explanations about using the term “benefits and burdens” to describe the 

relation between rights and duties, see (Gewirth 1986, 333–34). 
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require compliance of duty-bearers, for example duties to charity. Rights-based 

duties are “strict duties” which require compliance, i.e. to perform or not to perform 

certain actions to make sure that the fulfilment of duties is guaranteed. In other words, 

they are the things that we ought or ought not to do (Gewirth 1988, 443). When the 

strict duties are motivated by one’s rights, the right-holder can demand, require or 

insist on  the related actions or non-actions from duty bearers without being grateful 

(Feinberg 1966, 143–44). If the rights-based duties are not fulfilled, this should be 

considered as morally wrong. Whether there are any wide duties, can be left out of 

consideration here. Human rights theories only require the acceptance of strict duties.  

 

3.2.2 Negative Duties and Positive Duties 

Since rights-based duties are strict duties which are morally demanded of us instead 

of something that we could choose as we wish, this idea may create further 

controversy over the issue of positive duties and negative duties. This section 

attempts to show what we mean by positive duties and negative duties and whether 

we should accept human rights which require positive duties from others.   

Firstly, it is necessary to explain what positive duties and negative duties are. 

I believe that we should not simply say that duties describing negative actions, such 

as refraining from doing something, are negative duties, and duties requiring positive 

actions to bring something about are positive duties. However, negative duties are 

the duties correlative to negative rights. Positive duties are the duties correlative to 

positive rights. In fact, many duties that require positive action, for instance 

interventions to protect people from being killed, are negative duties. It is because 

the active performance in these cases is centered on the non-interference with such 

negative human rights. Thus, Gewirth calls these kind of duties mixed duties 

(Gewirth 1998, 35–36). To see whether human rights-based duties include negative 

duties and positive duties in this sense, it is necessary to show whether human rights 

should include positive rights in the first place.  
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It is commonly accepted that human rights include negative rights which only 

require the respondents to refrain from interfering with their access to these human 

rights and appropriate arrangements of states to enforce this. Also, they are the 

claims of all persons against all other persons, in that sense they are “doubly 

universal”
26

. However, it is controversial whether human rights should include 

positive rights, which requires positive duties to help rights-holders when they 

cannot have their rights by their own efforts. One may argue that human rights 

should exclude positive rights, because positive rights cannot be universal, that is, 

positive rights cannot be the rights of all persons against all persons. For instance, 

Cranston argues 

 

“To speak of a universal right is to speak of a universal duty; to say that all 

men have a right to life is to impose on all men the duty of respecting human 

life, to put all men under the same prohibition against attacking, injuring or 

endangering of life of any other human being. Indeed, if this universal duty 

were not imposed, what sense could be make of the concept of human right?” 

(Cranston 1973, 68) 

 

For Cranston, the universality of human rights only characterizes the negative 

sense of these rights. The protection of human rights only covers against interference 

with a person’s activities; therefore, legislation needs to do nothing more than 

restrain the interference from others (Cranston 1973, 66). However, social and 

economic rights demand more than the action of restraining others from harming 

rights-holders. Cranston argues that positive rights cannot be universal although they 

can be acknowledged in certain social contexts.  

                                                   
26

 Many human rights theorists believe that human rights are not claims against all other persons. 

Instead, they are seen as political concepts by nature which concern how people should be treated 

by their government. Thus, they are only claims against the state. This is an independent question 

comparable to the distinction between negative and positive rights. The different positions on this 

issue will be elaborated in section 3.4.1 of this chapter.  
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Another objection to positive rights concerns their demandingness. This 

objection relates to the fact that since human rights-based duties are strict duties, the 

recognition of positive rights may impose endless positive duties, which may conflict 

with the rights of duty-bearers. For example, it may contradict the rights to freedom 

of duty-bearers. 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, theorists such as Gewirth who defend a personhood 

account of human rights believe that human rights should include both negative 

rights and positive rights as long as they cover normative necessities for forming or 

exercising purposive actions. Let us first look at the arguments for the existence of 

positive rights. Gewirth argues that positive rights are grounded on the same justified 

moral principle as negative rights, that is the principle of generic consistency (PGC). 

All human beings insofar as they are prospective purposive agents must accept that 

they have rights to freedom and well-being, as I have shown in Chapter 2. If this is 

the case, then one must also accept that one has positive rights to freedom and well-

being. Because if one rejects positive rights to freedom and well-being, this means 

one rejects the claim that other persons have correlative duties to help others to have 

freedom and well-being when they cannot have them on their own. If so, then one 

claims that one may not have rights to freedom and well-being. This is a self-

contradiction, so one must accept one has positive rights to freedom and well-being. 

The next step of the argument is the same one as for negative rights. If one accepts 

that one has positive rights to freedom and well-being, one also accepts the 

generalization of these positive rights, i.e. that every person has positive rights to 

freedom and well-beings, according to the PGC. What follows is that one must 

accept the correlative positive duties to help others to have rights to freedom and 

well-being when others could not have them by their own efforts, and the aid to their 

rights does not require a comparable cost to oneself. When this assistance must 

necessarily be conducted through collective efforts, it requires the creation of 

appropriate institutional settings (Gewirth 1998, 39–40). 

In comparison to Gewirth, Griffin holds a more restrictive position on positive 

rights. He admits that there are positive sides to human rights and believes that 
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human rights are not restricted to purely negative concerns, such as non-interference 

(Griffin 2008, 182). However, his positive element of human rights is different from 

the “positive rights” in Gewirth’s concept of the term. Griffin argues that the positive 

element of human rights is what requires positive actions to promote human rights 

or to ensure compliance with them (Griffin 2008, 167). Griffin advocates welfare 

rights as human rights. In his view human rights protect human standing as 

normative agents, according to the personhood-based approach, that is to protect the 

possibilities of “autonomously choosing and freely pursuing our conception of a 

worthwhile life” (Griffin 2008, 179). This protection is not simply about the 

undeveloped capacities of autonomy, but also about exercising them. Thus, 

subsistence, i.e. “keeping body and soul together” is assumed in human rights 

(Griffin 2008, 180). This justification of welfare rights is not only a reply to the idea 

that welfare provides necessary conditions for other human rights. It is also a 

stronger argument for the idea that these rights should be recognized because welfare 

is logically necessary for human standing. However, Griffin is very restrictive in 

using the positive elements of human rights. He points out that there should be a list 

of strictly formal and material constraints. The formal constraints require that the 

provision of life options for one person should not be at the expense of closing down 

life options for others. The material constraints entail that the positive concerns of 

rights will only focus on what is important for a person to live as a normative agent, 

but nothing beyond that (Griffin 2008, 167).   

    Regarding the different understanding of the “positive” of rights, it is necessary 

to point out that Gewirth’s distinction between negative duties and positive duties 

should not be confused with the distinctions proposed by Henry Shue (Shue 1996). 

In Shue’s study, negative duties are duties of non-interference. Positive duties entail 

the active promotion or protection of human rights. I believe that the positive 

elements of human rights in Griffin follows this distinction. However, for Gewirth, 

positive duties primarily require actions to provide help to persons who cannot 

access rights by their own efforts even if there is no causal harm involved (Gewirth 

1998, 33–38).Thus, for instance, there could be positive rights to freedom which 
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demands assistance and negative rights to freedom which demands duties of non-

interfering and active duties which aim to prevent and protect rights from 

interference. This distinction suggests that rights-based duties can be divided into 

three kinds: (1) purely negative duties, which entail refraining from interfering (2) 

mixed duties, when active interventions should be required to prevent or protect from 

interfering. Fundamentally, these mixed duties are negative duties. (3) Purely 

positive duties, duties to help others when their human rights cannot be fulfilled, but 

the aid for them is not grounded on the causality of their human rights deprivation 

(Gewirth 1998, 35–36). This is a plausible way to distinguish negative duties and 

positive duties. In this respect I also agree with Thomas Pogge who, in viewing 

serious poverty as a human rights violation, argues that it is a negative duty for us 

not to participate in the unjust institution which leaves human rights of others 

unfulfilled. It is also a negative duty to promote institutional reforms (Pogge 2008, 

170)
27

.  

These arguments in favor of the recognition of positive rights or the positive 

side of human rights can provide a sufficient response to the challenge of universality 

and demandingness. First of all, the universality of positive rights should be 

understood as requiring that everyone should be treated adequately, or get help from 

others when they indeed need them. As Gewirth says, “[…] even if the rights are not 

always universally exercised, they are always universally had.” (Gewirth 1998, 64). 

The universality of positive rights only demands that everyone should get help if 

they cannot access their rights by their own efforts, but it does not demand that the 

correlative duties should be fulfilled by everyone. Unlike negative duties, the 

circumstances that positive duties require are confined: the right-holders cannot have 

their basic needs met by their own efforts and the duty bearers are able to provide 

help without scarifying their own essential interests (the conditions that are 

necessary for someone to be a normative agent). Thus, I’m referring to the 

                                                   
27

 This does not mean that Pogge believes that human rights only impose negative duties. In his 

replies to critics, Pogge states that human rights can entail negative duties or positive duties to 

others. However, in his study on poverty, it is mainly negative duty that features in the discussion 

(Pogge 2005, 65).   
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universality of positive rights and duties in a weak sense, i.e. when rights are indeed 

threatened one should get assistance when the duty bearer also has the capacities to 

help. In this way, the universality of positive rights and duties are implied even when 

they may not always occur
28

. Secondly, the response to the challenge of 

demandingness also relates to the important problem of to what extent positive duties 

should be fulfilled. Since the objects of the protection of human rights, as well as 

correlative duties, are to support the conditions for people to become normative 

agents and exercise their moral capacities, positive duties will only be focusing on 

helping people to access the normative necessities for this purpose. For example, the 

right to life will be restricted to the level necessary for the survival of an agent. Yet, 

this may still be demanding. With respect to this problem, both Gewirth and Griffin 

refer to the principle of “Ought” implies “Can”. That means the duties to aid only 

apply to persons who are able to help as long as providing help to others is not at the 

cost of violating their own generic rights (Griffin 2008, 96–101; Gewirth 1998, 55–

56).  

With the recognition of both negative and positive duties, it is necessary to point 

out that the human rights theory that we adopt in this study should not be isolated 

individualism, nor are considerations of human rights independent from the self-

understanding of a community. Instead, according to Gewirth, human rights create a 

community of rights. In a society based on the principle of the PGC, agents are 

mutually related in the sense that they have generic rights against each other. It is a 

“genuine community” where the principle of the PGC and the protection of human 

rights characterize the moral relationship among different agents. In such a society, 

assistance to secure the human rights of all members is provided through institutional 

arrangements. All members receive such institutional support and benefits for the 

sake of their human rights, and the reception of these benefits takes place under the 

                                                   
28

 The response to the “universality challenge” here only covers the discussion on whether 

positive rights and duties can be universally possessed. However, this challenge can be presented 

in other ways. For instance, (a) the recognition of positive human rights can vary among different 

cultures and (b) the objects of human rights protection might be different and (c) positive rights 

to a “normal agent” and a “deficient” agent might be different. For the plausible responses to 

these challenges see (Gewirth 1998, 62–70).  
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condition that all members of the community mutually respect the moral value and 

principle of human rights. All members should accept the duties that are required 

from the human rights of each member. Thus, in this way, positive duties are justified 

when there are right deprivations taking place, and others have the capacity to 

provide assistance. A human society should not only require people to refrain from 

harming each other, but also be characterized by institutions which help agents with 

their essential needs and conditions to be a normative agent, which includes 

removing extreme inequalities (Gewirth 1998, 31–32). This point is important in 

relation with Confucianism, as I will explore in Chapter 6. 

3.2.3 Negative Duties and Positive Duties to Future Generations  

Let us now turn to the case of future generations. Since rights-based duties are strict 

duties which include both negative and positive duties, the question now is: can this 

model be simply extended to future generations? When we are talking about duties 

to future generations, what kinds of duties are we referring to?  

Based on the discussion in Chapter 2, our present actions with respect to climate 

change will jeopardize the basic human rights to life, to health and to subsistence of 

future generations. In this context, our relationship with future generations requires 

at least the negative duties of refraining from harming their human rights and of 

promoting just institutional settings to protect their human rights. Climate change is 

a systematic human rights deprivation. Even though one individual person cannot 

make climate change happen, it is a aggregative and collective harm. Thus, in this 

case our duties to future generations are primarily negative duties. Then the question 

becomes: if we view human rights as the basic concern of society, do we also owe 

positive duties to future generations? Namely, duties to help or assist future 

generations, and if so, in which circumstances? Once these positive duties are 

justified, we may have to accept the duties to provide necessary conditions for the 

realization of future human rights, which is beyond the duty of non-interference.  
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So far, the discussion has shown that the justification of positive duties and 

negative duties is grounded on human rights. However, the exercising of positive 

duties has more conditions. Negative duties are strongly universal and their 

compliance is based on causal harm. Whereas positive duties are established in a 

weaker sense, although they are also established for the sake of the fulfilment of 

one’s basic rights. Positive duties should be exercised (1) once the right-holders’ 

rights are threatened, and (2) the duty bearers are able to solve this problem by not 

sacrificing their own essential interests and (3) the justification of such duties is not 

only based on the consideration of the individual’s human rights but also on the 

community of rights (i.e. the human rights of all its members should be protected).  

I believe that positive duties to future generations can be justified. First of all, 

future generations will have human rights in the future, and when they have rights, 

they should have the same rights as we do. Thus, future generations indeed possess 

positive rights. These rights can impose duties to us under the condition that the 

positive rights of future generations are threatened and that we have the capacity to 

help. The scope of the fulfilment of these duties should focus on the normative 

necessities, i.e. the conditions necessary for one’s ability to make purposive 

decisions and the possibilities to realize these purposes. Rights-based duties will be 

restricted to the level which secures the basic conditions for normative agency. 

Because not all duties are universally applied to everyone, the recognition of these 

duties should be under the condition that duty-bearers will not have to perform their 

help to others at the cost of violating their own rights.  

3.3 WHAT DO WE OWE TO FUTURE GENERATIONS?  

 

So far, I have explained the concept of rights-based duties to future generations. In 

this section, I shall further explore the content of our duties according to human 

rights theory, namely what are the duties that we owe to future generations, and what 
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to sustain for the future?
29

 In what follows, I will first outline some basic guidelines 

from the agency-based approach which would be relevant to address these questions. 

Then I present two different answers which have been adopted by human rights 

theorists. Finally, according to the primary concerns of the agency-based approach, 

I conclude that this approach would endorse ecological duties towards future 

generations.   

3.3.1 The Basic Guidelines from the Agency-based Approach 

Due to the human rights of future generations as the central focus of our 

responsibilities, human rights theory could provide us with an adequate starting point 

for addressing the question of what we owe to future generations. Firstly, with this 

orientation, the moral concern for future generations would focus on human actions 

and agency-enabling conditions. What we should ensure are the adequate conditions 

and resources that enable members of future generations to be normative agents. This 

starting point allows us to distinguish the intergenerational concern of human rights 

theory from other approaches. For instance, its view on intergenerational obligations 

will not oblige us to ensure that our successors can live a wealthier life, nor to 

maintain the same kinds of life styles as we have, since these are not relevant to their 

basic human capacities. Also, our moral duties regarding future generations are a 

matter of justice, which is different from the moral positions established on the basis 

of a virtues ethics, or duties of humanity or charity. Some people would claim that 

                                                   
29

 This question mainly concerns the content of our duties. Due to limitations of space, this 

section will not discuss the question of how much we should leave for the future or the way in 

which to extend intergenerational duties, although they are important to ethical thinking about 

future generations. These questions involve the distinction between the views of weak and strong 

sustainability, or the maximalist or minimalist view of duties to future generations. For further 

discussion of these questions see (Page 2007; Tremmel 2006). Also, we shall not confuse this 

question with how we exercise these duties; for instance, we may have direct duties to change to 

eco-friendly life styles for saving future generations, or we may have indirect duties to establish 

or maintain a just institution to protect the human rights of future generations. This will be 

discussed in section 3.4 of this chapter.   
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this causes a potential difference between human rights theory and other theories, 

for instance Confucian ethics. This point will be addressed in Chapter 6.  

Secondly, in order to identify the content of our duties to future generations, it 

is necessary to have a general idea of what equality or justice is about, according to 

human rights theory. Human rights theory advocates that all persons have the same 

human rights, which should be equally protected. This implies that people have 

rights to certain goods that should be equally attained. However, the focus of equality 

only falls on the goods as far as they are conditions for human rights. In other words, 

it may not require that everything should be equally shared. Gewirth argues that the 

human rights theory defends a form of “productivist welfarism”, which is different 

from “passive welfarism”. The primary concern of distributive justice is not about 

particular goods that are produced by others. Instead, productivist welfarism focuses 

on “distributing or fostering personal productive abilities or resources. It involves 

helping persons to develop their own effective sense of personal responsibility, so 

that they can then dispense with help from others to secure their basic well-

being”(Gewirth 1998, 105). In other words, the focus of the distributive goods of 

this productivist welfarism falls on the resources and conditions necessary for a 

person to attain or maintain his or her moral status, that is to become a normative 

agent. Now let us turn to look at the specific views on the content of our duties to 

future generations which would fit these basic guidelines.   

3.3.2 Two Possible Approaches  

The content of duties to future generations needs a further specification, based on 

the moral considerations of human action and its necessary conditions. Human rights 

theorists have in fact contributed many important discussions on the issue of what 

we should sustain for our successors. The discourses of this matter among human 

rights theorists are mainly dominated by two approaches. One of them argues for 

duties to establish and maintain just institutions to provide adequate protections and 

do justice for future generations. For them, preserving natural capital is one of the 
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elements of social justice. The other approach argues for ecological duties, in which 

ecological capital plays a special role in our moral relationships with future 

generations. Duties to preserve ecological capital for our successors should go 

beyond the idea of creating just institutions and distributing other goods fairly.   

The first approach follows and develops the “just saving principle” from Rawls 

(Rawls 1999, 251–58). According to Rawls, present generations have duties to 

accumulate an adequate amount of capital, so that society can reach a level on which 

just institutions can be realized and preserved. Once this level is reached, no further 

accumulation is required. Duties to future generations at this point are to preserve 

these just institutions and their material base. Duties to future generations in this case 

are conceived as the fair share of burden of establishing and maintaining just 

institutions. Rawls himself did not pay special attention to the intergenerational 

relationships in the context of environmental issues or environmental justice.  

Rawls’ followers have attempted to defend or extend his theory to 

accommodate environmental justice. Beckerman believes that the nature of a decent 

society and just institutions entails duties of protecting the human rights of future 

generations. He argues that when thinking of our obligations to future generations, a 

plausible starting point is that we should be concerned with their greater liberties and 

the conditions of a decent society and just institutions. This is not to ignore 

ecological responsibilities, but it is more promising to have environmental concerns 

embedded in a decent society which sees poverty and environmental deprivation as 

humiliations of humanity. This would provide a decent treatment of future 

generations and avoid policies that violate the basic human rights of future 

generations (Beckerman 1999, 71–92). Miller defends Rawls’ theory by pointing out 

that some features of the environment are the essential preconditions for human 

existence and for social justice. Also, the recognition of environmental goods would 

influence the distribution of other primary goods. Thus, preserving the value of 

environmental goods is justified for the purpose of social justice (Miller 1999, 159–

65). Bell argues that the “just saving principle” has significant advantages and can 

be extended to concerns for environmental justice (Bell 2004). He further proposes 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 101PDF page: 101PDF page: 101PDF page: 101

Chapter 3: Rights-based Duties to Future Generations 

91 

 

a particular account of “environmental citizenship”, in which citizenship is 

interpreted such that liberal citizens are “citizens of environment”, who have 

“procedural environmental rights”, i.e. rights to participate in the procedure of the 

decision-making about environmental laws or other social arrangements. As a 

counterpart of these rights, citizens also have duties to comply with just institutions 

and just environmental laws and duties to promote these just arrangements. This 

account of duties does not directly require private duties to make contributions to the 

environment for future generations, for instance adopting green life styles. What we 

are expect to do is promoting the political settings in a just way. (Bell 2005, 179–

93).  

In general, this Rawlsian approach holds that for the sake of future generations 

we should pass on environmental goods as well as other goods under a just political 

setting. Our primary duties to future generations are to establish and maintain such 

just social and political settings. The concern for environmental justice would be part 

of the concern for just institutions as a whole.  

The other approach, however, maintains that what we should pass on for future 

generations should be beyond the idea that intergenerational responsibilities are 

ultimately focused on creating just institutions and distributions of all kinds of capital. 

They advocate the distinctiveness of ecological responsibilities regarding future 

generations, which requires us to preserve specific natural resources. However, this 

does not mean that they abandon the idea of preserving just institutions, neither does 

it entail that they are necessarily resource egalitarians
30

. One way to justify these 

ecological duties is based on the recognition of cross-generational environmental 

rights. This view is taken by many theorists who defend the significance of 

environmental rights (Hiskes 2006, 2005; Hayward 2007; Weiss 1990). Hiskes 

suggests that ecological duties to future generations are correlative duties to the 

                                                   
30

 The reasons to justify ecological duties which require special treatment in cross-generational 

relationships could be various. It could be justified from the intrinsic value of ecological life 

itself, or one may argue that a fair share of ecological capital is grounded on a fair share of 

opportunities, or resource equalitarianism. The discussion on ecological duties in this section will 

ignore many of these aspects, but only focus on those arguments which are compatible with and 

may be supported by human rights theory.  
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environmental rights of future generations. He argues that if we believe the function 

of human rights is to protect humanity from serious harms, we need to recognize that 

environmental rights are important rights and emergent rights, to which both present 

and future generations should be entitled. They are important rights because they 

address the most basic conditions of human needs and of protecting other rights. 

They are emergent rights in the sense that these rights only emerge and call for 

attention when the environmental issues reach certain levels that we need to be 

concerned about (Hiskes 2009, 39). Weiss argues that it is necessary to propose a 

new doctrine of intergenerational equity which is particularly concerned with 

environmental resources in international law. Everyone, no matter whether he or she 

is from the present or future, should have planetary rights to use and benefit from 

the natural resources in no worse a condition than previous generations, and should 

have planetary duties to preserve the natural resource for his/her descendants. The 

reason to propose this new doctrine is because the use of natural resources is unique 

in intergenerational relationships, because “many of our actions may impose serious 

environmental burdens on future generations.” (Weiss 1990, 8) 

Other theorists, who also support the idea of ecological duties to future 

generations, defend the distinctiveness of ecological duties without reference to 

special environmental rights. For instance, some scholars establish their argument 

on the basis of the capability approach, from which the primary moral concern is 

providing the conditions for basic functioning and capabilities of future generations. 

From this perspective, natural capital is normatively significant as the conditions of 

a stable set of basic capacities of human beings. Thus, a capability principle would 

argue that “the stock of natural capital (either the current stock or an equivalent one) 

that is necessary to satisfy the set of basic human functions needs to be preserved.” 

(Claassen 2016, 160). Regarding this view, one may wonder why natural capital 

matters at the moment technology reaches the level that natural resources can be 

replaced by other man-made substitute goods. For this consideration, it is worth 

noting that our concern for future generations always involves uncertainty about 

what will happen in the future and how different the future will be from our own 
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time. But given what we know now, natural capital is significant for normative 

agents. Therefore, any conclusion on what should be saved for the future should 

always take those uncertainty into consideration and be precautious about 

unpredictable changes.   

3.3.3 Ecological Duties to Future Generations 

According to the basic guidelines of the agency-based approach to human rights that 

I outlined above, I believe it would support ecological duties to future generations, 

for the following reasons. First, compared to other possible inheritances that we pass 

on to future generations, for instance cultural, political or technological capital, 

natural capital is the most important condition that we can provide for future 

generations to develop their abilities of normative agency. Certainly, other goods 

have a significant influence on their lives and are valuable for the flourishing of 

humanity. But without essential natural goods, such as water, clean air and a stable 

climate, their health, life and physical security would be seriously in danger, at least 

from what we can predict at this moment. Secondly, ecological duties to future 

generations should be recognized also because of the emergency of environmental 

degradations, as Hikes and Weiss proposed (Hiskes 2009; Weiss 1990). 

Environmental degradations and global warming impose natural burdens on future 

generations and, therefore, ecological duties of preserving certain natural capital are 

unique compared to the distributions of other goods. However, according to the 

agency-based approach, it may not be necessary to justify ecological duties on the 

basis of a recognition of special environmental rights. I believe that if we were right 

in recognizing the essential value of natural capital in enabling the abilities of 

normative agency, and the unique relationship between the present and the future 

due to the fact of environmental degradations, then it is plausible to say that in the 

context of climate change, present generations should hold ecological duties to 

preserve certain environmental goods which are essential for the moral capacities of 

future generations. Although this claim holds different views compared to the 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 104PDF page: 104PDF page: 104PDF page: 104

Chapter 3: Rights-based Duties to Future Generations 

94 

 

approach which proposes duties to establish and maintain just institutions and 

accumulate many other forms of capital for future generations, it certainly would not 

exclude these duties to future generations. The main point here is to call for the 

special treatment of environmental goods in relation to future generations.  

 

3.4 THE ALLOCATIONS OF DUTIES AMONG DIFFERENT 

ENTITIES  

 

So far, I have examined the meaning and content of duties to future generations. The 

following question is: who should be responsible for these duties? How to allocate 

these duties among different entities? This is particularly contested when it comes to 

private duties in the context of climate change. Do individuals have duties to switch 

to green life styles? These are the questions which will be addressed in this section. 

Before we move to the case of climate change, it is necessary to discuss whether 

human rights-based duties are assignable to individuals at all. Some argue that by 

their very nature human rights are rights only against governmental entities. Thus, I 

will first provide a general discussion on this issue to show that individuals are in 

fact important duty bearers of human rights. The second part of the section will then 

illustrate some special features of climate change that make it controversial to justify 

individual duties with respect to combatting climate change. Finally, I will provide 

arguments for accepting individual duties to future generations.  

3.4.1 The Duty Bearers of Human Rights  

Let us first look at how human rights should be addressed in ordinary cases and 

explore whom exactly are addressed by human rights claims. Are human rights rights 

that all people have against all other people? Or are they rights that all people have 

against their government? Are there variations, in the sense that some human rights 
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are directed to different agents? These are very broad questions that have been 

comprehensively studied by Pogge and Shue ( Pogge 2000; Shue 1996).  

Pogge has distinguished two major views, i.e. an interactional and an 

institutional view of human rights. Firstly, the interactional view believes that human 

rights are rights of all individuals against all men or other collective agents. This 

view requires certain principles with respect to human rights protections, which are 

directly applied to interpersonal moral conduct. Thus, the interactional view of 

human rights assigns direct correlative duties to all agents. But this view has been 

criticized for failing to capture the nature of human rights in conventional discourse 

(Chan 1994; Pogge 2000).  

Secondly, different from the interactional view, many human rights theorists 

adopt an institutional concept of human rights, which denies that individuals play 

the role of primary duty bearers. The scholars in this camp have various views on 

how duties are to be assigned to different agents. Some of them believe that human 

rights are claims on behalf of all men against their government or other (public) 

institutions. Human rights by nature are political concepts which concern how people 

should be treated by their government, instead of merely moral norms that serve 

mainly as a guideline for interpersonal conduct. Therefore, human rights are 

primarily claims against states. This political nature of human rights presupposes 

that governments or institutions are both potential violators and protectors of human 

rights. Thus, governments are expected to restrain their power and refrain from 

violating human rights and to use their power to restrain other agents for the same 

purpose. This understanding is criticized for totally disassociating and unburdening 

individuals from the duties to contribute to human right protection (Pogge 2000, 49). 

A less extreme view is held by for instance Nickel, although he believes human 

rights are by nature primarily claims against governments. He also argues that the 

human rights of someone ground claims both against other individuals or other 

institutions and against the government. These claims primarily require 

corresponding duties in a negative sense, especially when individuals have 

participated in a human rights violation. Other than these, other agents also have 
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back-up duties when their government’s duty cannot be fulfilled. Therefore, in 

Nickel’s view, individuals also have moral duties to human rights, but compared to 

governments, individuals are secondary agents in protecting and promoting human 

rights. Another institutional view is put forward by Pogge in his study on human 

rights protection beyond national boundary. He believes that every rights-holder is 

entitled to a secure access to his or her human rights under a fair institutional scheme. 

Also, an individual’s moral duties are defined related to such an international scheme. 

One should promote the creation of a fair institution and refuse to enjoy the benefit 

from or be complicit with an unfair scheme. Duties which are assigned to individuals 

are indirect and derive from the moral duties from the institutional level (Pogge, 

1992: P50). This view also shifts the focus from violation to “secure access” to basic 

human rights (Pogge 2008, 71). 

Thirdly, although Shue advocates an institutional view of human rights and 

correlative duties, his analysis goes beyond the dichotomy of institutional or 

interactional views. Shue abandons a fixed setting for the assignment of duties, but 

puts forward the idea that there should be strategic reasoning to construct certain 

social arrangement as means to the ultimate end, that is to “enable people to be secure 

against the standard, predictable threats to their rights” (Shue 1996, 160). To honour 

human rights, the assignment of correlative duties is to look for effective means 

instead of declaring a once-and-for-all fixed setting in which they are always 

assigned to persons or institutions. Basic human rights require “waves of duties” 

which involves various duty-bearers, and their duties should be fulfilled at different 

stages depending on the features of the situation. The fairness of the assignment of 

duties to individuals and the adequacy and effectiveness of institutions could be 

conditions and aims of each other (Shue 1996, 164–66). I believe that the last view 

is more plausible in the sense that the goal of human rights theory is find ways to 

make sure that each person is able to enjoy the substance of human rights and to be 

protected from standard threats. It also follows from the nature of human rights as a 

moral and political concept that they primarily require protection from institutions. 

But this view also does not exclude assigning primary duties to individuals and the 
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division of duties for the protection of human right follows strategic reasoning in 

each case. It seems that this view leaves ample space for discussion with respect to 

different cases which may come into the picture.  

3.4.2 Climate Change as a “New Harm” 

Climate change is one of those phenomena which is marked by the fact that our 

present choices in ordinary life may be harmful in many ways that we have never 

known before and we will hardly know in the future either. It places a complex and 

unknowable causal chain between the wrong-doer and the victim. This is 

conceptualized as presenting a “new harm” by Judith Lichtenberg. According to her 

study of the traditional understanding of harm, the claim that someone harms another 

person consists of two elements. The first element is that the action is sufficient to 

cause the harmful consequences. The other element is that these consequences are 

observable and measurable. Thus, the observable and measurable properties show 

harmful consequences as immediate and near effects. The old model of harm is 

described as “discrete, individual actions with observable and measurable 

consequences for particular individuals” (Lichtenberg 2010, 558,561). However, the 

so-called “new harm” has invisible and indirect consequences. In the case of climate 

change, we cannot identify which emissions are causally active in producing climate 

change and how, let alone how a specific agent could know the effects of his or her 

emissions. Standard human rights violations are not like this (Jamieson 2014, 157). 

Moreover, the concept of harm in climate change is an aggregative harm instead of 

an intrinsic one. Burning fossil fuels or having a luxurious material life is not 

intrinsically harmful by itself, but each person’s choices and actions will contribute 

to the overall effect of climate change and the well-being of future generations 

(Lichtenberg 2010, 561). 

As a result, to fulfil the negative duties of refraining from harming is no longer 

an easy task. Due to causal inefficacy, which means that one’s effort to cut down 

his/her emissions as an individual decision may not make any difference, both in the 
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sense of causing the harm and of solving the problem and benefitting the future 

(Garvey 2011). Similarly, Samuel Scheffler has described such situations as ones in 

which individuals, psychologically or phenomenologically, are not aware of their 

contribution to the overall harmful effect and have no or very limited ability to 

control the overall effect (Scheffler 1995). In other words, in the situation of a new 

harm, no one is able to cause the effect on other people (for the worse), and no one 

is capable to solve the problem or help anyone else by their own hand (for the better). 

Therefore, the consequence of such a shift from “old harm” to “new harm” is to 

undermine or reduce the motivation for individuals to lead a green life style, because 

we can see no difference even if we do so.  

3.4.3 Institutional Duties and Individual Duties to Future Generations  

Climate change, as a large scale social phenomenon, challenges our common 

understanding of moral responsibilities. As Scheffler states, our common-sense 

conception of moral responsibility is restrictive in responding to this issue. One of 

the reason is because it is individualism which believes that the individual is the 

primary bearer of responsibility (Scheffler 1995). This feature limits our adequate 

response to collective harms. The solution for this problem that many human rights 

theorists adopted is to advocate institutional duties as primary duties in response to 

the collectiveness of climate change. The major individual duties are promotional 

duties, i.e. duties to promote and maintain just institutions or collective actions to 

protect the human rights of future generations (Scheffler 1995; Bell 2011; Cripps 

2013; Ashford 2006; Sinnott-Armstrong 2005; Green 2005) 

Institutional agents include governments, NGOs, international institutions and 

other entities which can lead collective actions
31

. Promoting the primary nature of 

institutional duties is a plausible solution for the “new harm” from human rights 

                                                   
31

 However, not all the theorists understand intuitional agents for climate change in the same 

way. For instance, Sinnott-Armstrong believe that institutional duties only refer to the duties of 

governments (Sinnott-Armstrong 2005) .  
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theory. There are several advantages to relying on institutional agents as the primary 

duty bearers to address climate change issues. Firstly, they are capable of acting 

efficiently to address large scale and collective problems such as climate change. To 

remedy the warming of the globe, we may have to seek a radical transformation of 

industrial structures and the global economy, etc. These transformations cannot be 

realized without the leadership of institutional agents. Compared to individual agents, 

institutional agents are able to effectively collect information and gather 

technological or financial resources to plan and implement low-carbon mechanism. 

Also, they are more capable of planning and implementing long-term strategies. 

Secondly, addressing collective harm in a collective way could largely avoid the 

moral demandingness that the “new harm” would create for individual actors. As 

mentioned earlier, in climate change, the harm that is generated by individual 

contributors is indirect and unintentional. Thus, it is often problematic to judge to 

what extent that individual should directly reduce his or her GHGs emissions, 

because no one is the direct contributor to this problem. In addition, as mentioned 

earlier, duties in human rights theory are strict duties which require compliance. It 

would be too much of a burden on individuals if they are strictly demanded to change 

to a green lifestyle. Advocating the primacy of institutional duties could provide 

alternative and doable means for individuals to contribute their efforts towards a low-

carbon society.  

Human rights theorists who advocate the primary role of institutions in 

addressing climate change have various interpretations of how institutional duties 

and individual duties are related. Or rather, we can say that they hold divergent views 

on the extent to which individual agents should take their responsibility. There are 

theorists who believe that climate change issue should only be addressed on a 

collective level. Sinnott-Armstrong maintains that climate change is not the fault of 

individual actors and that it is not a problem that individuals should be required to 

fix. Thus, he argues that there is not a moral ground for an individual obligation to 

reduce personal GHGs emissions. Instead, governments should take the obligations 

for climate change because they are capable of making the difference. What is left 
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for individuals is to let the governments do their jobs (Sinnott-Armstrong 2005, 304). 

Johnson holds a similar position and argues that due to the nature of climate change 

as a collective problem, unilateral action from any individual can hardly make any 

positive contributions. What individual duties should entail is attempting to promote 

an effective collective agreement to address collective problems (Johnson 2003). In 

short, they maintain that a collective problem can only be addressed collectively. 

Thus, the duties to work on climate change mainly fall on the institutional level, not 

on individual agents.  

However, this position was critizised for downplaying the role of individuals 

(Hourdequin 2010). For the problem is that if institutions fail to act, duties will fall 

back to individual agents (Cripps 2013, 141). Certainly, the primary duties for 

individuals in this case is to promote just institutions to fulfil our duties to future 

generations. However, to focus only on reformation on an institutional level is 

insufficient; it is problematic to isolate institutional duties from individual duties. 

Thus, other theorists have emphasized the more positive roles of individuals. They 

argue that individuals also have secondary duties to make an effort on what would 

be required as part of a just institution or direct duty to reduce emissions, if the 

institutional duties fail to fulfil or before just institutions are established (aside from 

their primary duties of promoting and maintaining just institutions to solve the 

collective problem)(Cripps 2013, 116). Bell suggests that individuals have a duty 

“not to accept benefits that result from human rights violations, therefore, each 

person has a duty now not to emit more than they would be allowed to emit under 

effective institutions.” (Bell 2011, 120). These individual duties are understood in a 

very weak sense. They are under the conditions that institutions fail to act; the basic 

interests of individuals will not be sacrificed. The way in which to fulfil these duties 

can be various according to the concrete situations. Also, these duties are additional 

and secondary compared to their primary promotional duties. I believe this to be a 

plausible way to understand the allocation of duties according to my interpretation 

of human rights theory.  
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3.5  CONCLUSION: DUTIES TO FUTURE GENERATIONS 

 

This chapter has investigated and defended a proposal of duties to future generations 

based on human rights theory, considering the special nature of intergenerational 

relationships and the threats of climate change. My three main findings are: (1) 

rights-based duties to future generations are primarily negative duties to prevent 

interfering with their basic human rights. In some circumstances, we also have 

positive duties towards future generations. (2) Our duties to future generations are 

primarily ecological duties for preserving environmental goods for enabling their 

human action and capacities of normative agency. (3) In human rights theory, 

individual and institutional entities both have duties to future generations. Following 

the nature of human rights theory, institutional duties should be the primary duties 

in response to the collectiveness of climate change and, thus, institutional duties are 

primary duties for future generations. Duties on the individual level should not be 

undermined. The primary duties of individuals are promotional duties to promote 

and maintain just institutions to protect the human rights of future generations. 

Secondarily, individuals also hold direct duties to reduce their emissions. But this 

type of duties as requirement should meet several conditions as I explained above.   

The discussions in this chapter could not cover all the aspects of how human 

rights theory understands our responsibilities to future generations. But I do believe 

that these results are sufficient to compare them with Confucian ethics in my later 

discussion.  
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Chapter 4 

Moral Responsibility as a Creative 

Performance of Inner Virtue 

----A Defense of the Modern Confucian View 

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  

 

The previous chapters have explained how – according to the theory of human rights 

– present generations have strict duties to protect the human rights of future 

generations. This chapter starts to investigate how Confucianism would 

conceptualize intergenerational moral concern. The Confucian answer to this 

question depends on how we understand the basic nature of Confucian ethics and the 

meaning this ethics assigns to responsibility. Thus, before we can discuss 

responsibilities to future generations, this more general problem of responsibility in 

Confucian ethics needs to be tackled. This chapter aims to defend a Modern 

Confucian view on Confucian ethics, in contrast to the interpretation of Confucian 

role ethics, which is represented in the work of Roger Ames. Chapter 5 will then 

extend this discussion to explain the Confucian view on intergenerational moral 

concerns.   

Modern Confucianism in the way I will discuss it here is also known as the 

“modern school of mind and nature” (Xinxing，心性). Historically, there was also 

a broad conception of Modern Confucianism, advocated by a number of Confucian 

scholars who argued that Confucianism still had social, political and philosophical 
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significance in modern society. They did so during and after the “New Cultural 

Movement” in 1919, which criticized traditional Chinese culture as the main obstacle 

to turning China into a modern society. Such a broad conception of Modern 

Confucianism involved not only philosophers, but also historians and sociologists, 

such as Liang shuming, Xiong shili, Feng youlan, Qian mu, etc. However, the 

discussion in the present study will draw on the thought of Modern Confucianism in 

a narrower sense: this school not only aims to revive Confucian values in modern 

society, but also attempts to present a common philosophical view on Confucianism.  

Its specific interpretation of Confucianism focusses on the cultivation of human 

nature and the human mind. We find this common understanding in the Manifesto 

for a Reappraisal of Sinology and Reconstruction of Chinese Culture, collectively 

authored by Zhang Junmai (Carsun Chang), Tang Junyi (Tang Chun-I), Mou 

Zongsan (Mou Tsung-san), and Xu Fuguan (Hsu Fo-kuan), and first published in 

1958 (Zhang et al. 2006). This group of scholars criticizes the assertion that 

Confucianism is only about the old social order and social rules within human 

society. Although the scholars above had divergent views, they did agree that the 

Confucian theory of human mind and nature conveys the genuine meaning of 

Confucianism and as such has significance in modern society. Our research will 

primarily focus on the common ideas of this school.  

    The term “Confucian role-ethics” in this chapter refers to those studies, which 

formulate an interpretation of Confucianism as a kind of role-based ethics which 

considers social roles and the personal interactions in the social networks to be the 

primary basis of moral guidance. This term has been systematically presented by 

Roger Ames, in his book Confucian Role Ethics—A Vocabulary (Ames 2011a). 

Similarly, other theorists, such as David Hall, Henry Rosemont, Herbert Fingarette 

and Anh Tuan Nuyen, share the idea that Confucianism is about the fundamental 

role of social interaction and social roles in identifying one’s moral responsibility.   

In the following parts of this chapter, section 4.2 summarizes and discusses the 

basic arguments about moral responsibility according to Confucian role-ethics and 

Modern Confucianism. It aims to identify two underlying disagreements between 
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these two schools of thought: firstly, on human nature and secondly, on the 

relationship between the concept of Ren (benevolence/humaneness) and Li 

(propriety). In sections 4.3 and 4.4, I will subsequently examine these two 

disagreements more closely. Section 4.3 argues that Roger Ames’s interpretation of 

human nature in Confucianism, especially his analysis of Mencius’ and Tang Junyi’s 

view on human nature, is problematic. I believe that the Modern Confucian view, 

which maintains that the human mind and human nature is originally perfectly 

endowed by Heaven as one’s inner self, is a more plausible interpretation. Section 

4.4 aims to show that ultimately moral obligations are neither determined by Li 

(propriety) nor by social roles, but by inner virtue. Based on this argument, section 

4.5 provides a detailed discussion of moral responsibilities according to the Modern 

Confucian view. Section 4.6 provides a brief discussion of the ways in which this 

interpretation of moral responsibility includes the idea of moral autonomy.  

 

4.2  TWO POSSIBLE APPROACHES  

 

This section will provide a short introduction to the basic ideas about Confucian 

ethics from the schools of Modern Confucianism and Confucian role-ethics. It 

summarizes what they have argued about the concept of responsibility (sections 

4.2.1 and 4.2.2). The last part of this section (4.2.3) will point out two disagreements 

between these two schools that will subsequently be further examined in the chapter.  

    In ancient Confucianism, we cannot find an exact term which corresponds to 

the concept of “moral responsibility” or “duty” in English. However, this does not 

mean that in Confucianism there is no discussion about responsibilities at all. If we 

look, not for the concept itself, but for the functional equivalent of moral 

responsibility in terms of what one ought to do, we may find textual evidence 

showing that Confucianism has never lacked the idea of responsibility. It has even 

been claimed that it is a responsibility-based theory (Yao 2000, 279). That is because, 

throughout the teachings of the Four books (Great Learning, Doctrine of the Mean, 

Analects and Mencius), the primary discussions are concentrated on what we should 
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do to be a gentleman, sage or a good ruler
32

. Thus, the aim of our task in this section 

is not to look for a parallel concept of “moral responsibility” in Confucianism. 

Instead, our attempt is to show how Confucianism justifies how one ought to act.  

4.2.1 Role ethics: social roles as foundation of responsibility 

In the current literature, one of the most influential interpretations of Confucian 

ethical theory is Confucian role-ethics. In general, this school argues that Confucian 

ethical life is established around the concept of a relational role-bearing person. The 

self is a unique sum of social roles in relation to specific others that he encounters in 

his lifetime (Ames 2011a, xiv–xvi). For instance, the life of a person starts with a 

small circle of relationships, for example a woman is the daughter of her parents, 

and sister of her brothers. Her social roles will expand with the expansion of her life 

experience. According to the sociologist Fei Xiaotong, the basic structure of Chinese 

society could be understood in terms of the image of throwing a stone into a pond. 

Every person is a centre of circles of people that he/she has a relation with (Fei, 

Hamilton, and Zheng 1992). Following this pattern of self-identity, becoming a fully 

developed person means to develop one’s moral competence to cope with expanding 

social relationships. It is a growth in the competence of knowing what is proper to 

do in order to enhance one’s relations (Hall and Ames 1987, 118). 

In this way, the Confucian tradition provides a unique vocabulary to understand 

proper conduct. Confucian role-ethics claims that Confucianism is not a rule-based 

ethics, which determines what is right or wrong on the basis of some abstract 

principles or standards, nor a virtue-based ethics which defines a moral ideal in the 

language of virtues. In other words, the appropriateness of certain moral actions is 

not determined by any principles in an abstract form. Instead, moral principles are 

the generalisations from certain cases of proper conduct in history. Therefore, proper 

behaviours are the result of learning from good examples and improvisation 

                                                   
32

 See for instance, the following sentences in Analects: gentleman does X, small man does Y. 

Similarly, in Mencius: “gentlemen ought to do X” or “the ruler ought to do X”. 
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according to one’s concrete life experience. The practice of the capacity of knowing 

what is proper to do starts from family relations and from embodying and 

transforming moral principles into daily practice. This is a capacity to assess what 

would make concrete situations better (Ames 2011a, 258–59). In other words, the 

identification of one’s moral responsibility does not just follow from abstract 

principles; it is a judgement of what one should do as a person in the specific social 

network that one is situated in. Arguably, social roles of moral agent have normative 

force and serve as moral guidelines in daily life. To identify how responsibility is 

justified in this school, I would like to provide some basic arguments from Confucian 

role-ethics as a short introduction.  

Firstly, the Confucian self, as a role bearing person, is constituted by his 

or her social network. David Hall and Roger Ames argue that it is wrong to 

presuppose that the individual and community in Confucianism are two separated 

concepts (Hall and Ames 1998, 24–26). Although the Chinese understanding of the 

self does not entail a strong notion of “individuality”, it is misleading to claim that 

it is a purely collectivist model, in which there is no self as individual (Munro 1969, 

40). Instead, the community, or the unique social network, that a person is situated 

in, constitutes and shapes the understanding of the individual. This is the so-called 

“focal-field model” of self-understanding, where everyone is a centre of a social 

network with a unique perspective on the social field. Similarly, Chenyang Li insists 

that the Confucian self is “constituted of, and situated in social relationships” (Li 

1999, 94). Henry Rosemont contends that the Confucian self is a role-bearing person, 

who is considered as the “totality of roles” with specific others that he/she encounters 

in his/her life time. It is the specific others and unique roles of this person which 

form the pattern of self-identity (Rosemont 1991, 90).  

According to these scholars, such a view of role-bearing persons stands in 

contrast to the Western liberal idea of self-understanding, which emphasizes the self-

sufficient, autonomous individual. As Li Chenyang said, the person is not an 

independent moral agent who happens to be in a social network (Li 1999, 94). Ames 

argues that the Confucian self does not emphasize the idea of “being” as a 
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“permanent, ready-made, and self-sufficient soul”, assumed by the kind of 

individualism that began in the classical Greek tradition. Instead, Confucianism 

focuses on a concept of “human becoming”: a human being needs a process of 

cultivation of the intrinsic relations that constitute his or her self-identity (Ames 

2011a, 87,122,134-135). As a result, they argue that Confucian role-bearing persons 

are fundamentally different from the right-bearing persons in the Western tradition. 

As Ames said: 

 

“[...] the prescriptive definition of the abstract, rights-bearing individual that 

grounds rights-talk couched in the concept-cluster of "liberty", "autonomy", 

"individual", "principles", "rationality" and so on, is a vocabulary without 

counterpart within the canons of classical Confucianism.” (Ames 2011a, vx) 

 

Secondly, human cultivation is the process of contextualized personal 

growth, which starts from the family. Ames argues that many other theories also 

believe that the self is determined by special living experiences: for instance, the 

Deweyan notion of “individuality” is also defined by the living environment that the 

individual is associated with. However, the distinctive view of Confucianism is that 

family relations are entitled with extensive moral force (Ames 2011a, 175). Ames 

believes that the concept of human nature in Confucianism is just like the “root” 

which defines the potential development of a plant: the actualization of its inherent 

potential depends on the mutual influence of such an inherent nature with its outside 

environment. In the case of human beings, the development is the personal growth 

of their potentials within the unique social network that they encounter. Thus, human 

nature is an open-ended “source” of what we are becoming; it is an ever-changing 

potential related to our environment. 

Due to such a concept of the “relationally constituted” self, Confucianism 

appreciates the family-grounded human experience as the most important source of 

finding proper conduct according to one's social roles and relations (Ames 2011a, 

175). In Confucianism, the family is the starting place for one’s moral cultivation. 
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Confucian role-ethics sets a programme for personal growth into becoming a Ren 

person (humane person/benevolent person), who can effectively coordinate his or 

her various roles and relations. This programme extends from familial relationships 

to other communal relationships or beyond. The moral capacity that one acquired 

from living in one’s family as a son or daughter to one’s parents is the starting point 

to develop the capacity to coordinate the roles that one will acquire in the future 

(Ames 2011a, 175,257). Thus, the familial role is the ultimate source of human 

experiences that define what one ought to do in the future (Ames 2011a, 98).  

Thirdly, moral conduct is not simply derived from any abstract principle. 

It is a personal articulation of Li (propriety) according to one’s specific social 

relations. Li (propriety) in role-ethics plays a crucial role in connecting the social 

role and its corresponding moral responsibilities. In the Analects and other 

Confucian classic works, Li, in a narrow sense, can be understood as a system of 

rules for rituals and types of behaviour in ceremonies. In a broader sense, it includes 

the entire complex of moral and social principles that people ought to follow in order 

to display proper behaviours. The scholars in role-ethics (and also in Modern 

Confucianism) mainly use Li in a broader sense. Therefore, I believe that the English 

term “propriety” is a more accurate translation of this concept than “rite” or “ritual”. 

In role-ethics, Li is a crucial element to justify moral conduct, because this school 

conceives of Confucian human nature as a “root”. This means that human nature and 

external cultivation mutually shape and influence each other. Hence, this relationship 

is similar to the growth of a tree. Human development is the mutual growth of the 

root (human nature) with the interaction with the external environment (social 

relationships and moral/social norms Li).  

According to Hall and Ames, Li is a system of values, which provides a 

relatively stable pattern of moral norms that were aggregated from one’s ancestors. 

It can be understood as a “formalized structure” which allows reformations and 

“variable shapes”. For role-ethics, Li as a pattern of moral norms, possesses social 

functions in providing concrete answers to the question of what one ought to do, in 

accordance with a specific cultural tradition, which does not necessarily has to be 
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Chinese or Confucian-based. As a formalized structure with any content inherited 

from any tradition, it does not have definitive dispositions and it requires creative 

elaborations in different situations (Hall and Ames 1987, 100). As they said: 

 

“[Li]can be more elaborately described as an inherited tradition of formalized 

human actions that evidence both a cumulative investment of meaning by one’s 

precursors in a cultural tradition, and an openness to reformulation and 

innovation in response to the processive nature of the tradition.[...]Ritual 

actions, invested with the accumulated meaning of the tradition, are formalized 

structures upon which the continuity of the tradition depends and through which 

a person in the tradition pursues cultural refinement. ” (Hall and Ames 1987, 

88)  

 

Except for the features of Li that we have mentioned above, the most important 

value of this concept resides in its close connection to social role and its function in 

defining moral responsibilities. Hall and Ames argue that the development of the 

concept of Li, from ritual behaviour norms to general moral norms, determines its 

close relationship with social roles. In ritual activities, the social role of the 

participant is the crucial piece of information to determine the content of the ritual 

procedure (Hall and Ames 1987, 86). Thus, Ames highlights that a moral 

performance according to Li should not be understood as an act of just following 

proper conduct. Instead, it should be conceptualized as the “doing what is most 

appropriate in the roles and relations that define one” (Ames 2011a, 112). From this 

point of view, the action following Li must be understood as a process of 

participation in the ideal of becoming a Ren person. It is not only a process of 

attaining Ren, but also a process of personalization (Ames 2011a, 147) . 

Nuyen believes that Li is the totality of factual and ethical norms and 

expectations in Confucianism. Every social role has a set of obligations attached to 

it according to Li: 
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“For Confucians, social relationships are characterized by social positions or 

roles, and social positions are defined in terms of obligations. To each role is 

attached a set of obligations, and to be in a role is to be under a set of obligations. 

Which obligations go with which role is determined by more or less explicit 

social expectations. For the key social roles, it is encoded in the rites, li. To be 

in a social relationship, then, is to stand under certain obligations. What one 

ought to do and how one ought to behave in a certain relationship are all set 

out in li, or in social expectations. Thus, li describes both the factual and the 

ethical.”(Nuyen 2009, 317) 

 

The primacy of social relations for Li, in connection with the earlier argument 

about human development as a process of personal cultivation, means that for role-

ethics, Li has the social function of providing possible means of moral cultivation. 

More importantly, Li also serves as a set of external moral principles to regulate 

society and define the individual’s moral responsibility. Li could externally define 

the responsibilities that one should accept, according to one’s social role and cultural 

traditions. As Rosemont argued, “for Confucius, the regulating of society was too 

important to be left to government; better would it be to have tradition (the Li) serve 

as the binding force of the people” (Rosemont 1976, 473).Thus, the meaning of 

responsibility can be directly conceived from the specification of Li through one’s 

social roles. In sum, according to Confucian role-ethics, a person, as the centre of a 

unique social network, understands the self from a set of social roles. Thus, personal 

development is the result of a mutual influence of inner nature and outer social roles 

and cultural codes (Li). The capacity to coordinate all one’s social relationships in 

harmony is the main focus of one’s self-development. Every social role connects 

with specific responsibilities. As a result, moral responsibility is determined by the 

specific social roles as specified under the concrete cultural codes and situations.  
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4.2.2 Modern Confucianism: inner nature as the foundation of 

responsibility 

Scholars from the school of Modern Confucianism argue that social roles are one of 

the external elements to determine responsibilities in concrete situations. However, 

this element cannot serve as the most fundamental concept for us to understand the 

meaning of Confucian ethics. Instead, Modern Confucians emphasize that the 

realization of one’s inner moral mind and human nature (xinxing, 心性) is the 

fundamental driving force and guideline for daily moral practices. In the co-authored 

Manifesto for a Re-Appraisal of Sinology and Reconstruction of Chinese Culture, 

the Modern Confucian philosophers point out that it is superficial and mistaken to 

understand Confucianism by only focusing on interpersonal relationships and social 

rules ( Zhang et al. 2006, 563). An authentic reading of Confucianism and Chinese 

culture should always focus on the realization of inner virtue Ren (仁，humaneness 

or benevolence). Inner virtue Ren is the special moral nature of human beings 

because of “the unity between Tian and Man” (Tianrenheyi, 天人合一 ). The 

cultivation of this virtue is the ultimate goal and meanings of Confucian moral life 

( Zhang et al. 2006, 565,569). In their manifesto, the Modern Confucian scholars 

claim that from Confucius and Mencius to the Confucian studies in the Song and 

Ming dynasty
33

, the learning of moral mind and human nature is the foundation of 

every person’s moral practice (Zhang et al. 2006, 569). Thus, the practice of a moral 

life is not only about coordinating interpersonal relationships nor stabilizing the 

existing social and political order. The ultimate goal is to accomplish the inner moral 

self (Zhang et al. 2006, 556).This chapter aims to argue that according to the Modern 

Confucian understanding of Confucian ethics, moral responsibility is best 

                                                   
33

  According to Mou Zongsan’s study, Confucius and Mencius are the first generation of 

Confucianism. A group of philosophers from the Song and Ming dynasties, such as Zhu Xi (1130-

1200) and Wang Yangming (1472-1529), who have often been labeled as “Neo-Confucianism”, 

belong to the second generation. Modern Confucianism after the twentieth century is seen as the 

third generation (Mou 2010). 
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understood as a creative expression of one’s inner virtue. The moral or social rules 

which relate to one’s social relationships are only the necessary but revisable means 

to determine how to carry out moral obligations in concrete situations.   

The ideal of “the unity between Tian (Heaven) and man” (天人合一，

tianrenheyi) is the essential reason that modern Confucian scholars believe there is 

a moral force beyond one’s merely interpersonal relationships. Also, the dynamic 

relationship between Tian (Heaven)
34

 and man establishes the basic structure of 

understanding Confucian ethics. It is dynamic because, on the one hand, Heaven 

endows man with virtue and nature. On the other hand, people can connect to Heaven 

through making an effort to cultivate his/her inner virtue ( Zhang et al. 2006, 565–

66). In what follows, I will briefly introduce this structure and the related concepts. 

Firstly, human nature and virtue are bestowed by Tian. Tian (天 ) in 

Chinese stands for multiple meanings. There is a lack of agreement on what “Tian” 

precisely refers to within Confucianism. In some cases, the concept refers to a natural 

entity, such as “Sky”, “Universe” or “Nature”. In some other cases, it is understood 

as a concept with metaphysical and ethical meanings, as in “Heaven” or “Natural 

Law”
35

. In Confucianism, Tian is very often translated as “Heaven”. Yao Xinzhong 

helpfully summarizes the three main meanings of Tian as follows: (1) Tian is the 

ultimate and divine power, which is “the creator of life”, the “supreme governor” 

who determines the path of the world and the human world and the “just 

administrator of human affairs”. (2) Tian is the source of human virtue and inner 

nature. Thus, it is the ultimate end of human cultivation. (3) Tian is the natural law, 

which serves as the force behind all natural changes and the course of all life in 

nature (Yao 2000, 141–49, 2014, 575–77). Since my discussion focuses on human 

virtue and responsibility, in this chapter Tian (Heaven) mainly refers to the source 

of human virtue and human nature. 

                                                   
34

 As I will explain, Tian represents multiple meanings in the Chinese language. I will also explain 

why I use “Heaven” as its English translation. I should note here that the term “Heaven” is not 

identical to the western term.  Heaven in Confucianism, when relating to human virtue, mainly 

refers to a divine power of the universe and the origin of virtue.   
35

 For the detailed introduction of this concept, see (Yao 2000, 141–53).  
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According to modern Confucian scholars, Human nature (Xing, 性 ) is 

endowed from the nature of Heaven. According to Mencius, Heaven establishes the 

way of the universe and the nature of all beings. In the manifesto, the Modern 

Confucians confirm Mencius’ point and believe that human nature is the nature of 

Heaven and that Human virtue is the virtue of Heaven. The realization of human 

virtue is the process of learning the virtue of Heaven
36

 ( Zhang et al. 2006, 570). 

Such claims could also be found in other classical texts. Confucius said: “Heaven 

produced the virtue that is in me.”
37

 (Confucius, Book 7:23). Similarly, the Doctrine 

of mean says “What Heaven has conferred is called THE NATURE; an accordance 

with this nature is called THE PATH of duty”
38

. Mencius says: “For a man to give 

full realization to his heart is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who 

knows his own nature will know Heaven
39

.” (Mencius, 7A1). According to Mou 

Zongsan’s explanation, the mandate of Heaven is not an order that human beings 

have to accept passively. The mandate of Heaven implies an endless life force and 

creativity, as The Book of Poetry says: “Heaven moves in its own ways, it is so 

profound and ceaseless”
40

. Due to its endless creativity, when the mandate of Heaven 

“flows into” the life of human beings, it becomes the nature of human beings (Mou 

1997, 54–61).  

If we believe Heaven determines human virtue, the next question is what 

exactly is the virtue that Heaven endowed us with? Modern Confucian scholars 

follow Mencius, who believes that the unique virtue of human being is the inner 

virtue Ren. It is universally shared by all men, it is the generative source of all virtues 

                                                   
36

The original Chinese text is “而人性即天性，人德即天德，人之尽性成德之事，皆所以赞天

地之化育。所以宋明儒由此而有性理即天理，人之本体即宇宙心，人之良知之灵明，即天

地万物之灵明，人之良知良能，即幹知坤能等思想，亦即所謂天人合一思想。” In the following 

part of this chapter, all the English texts of Chinese citations are my translation, unless the 

translator will be mentioned in the footnote.  
37

 “天生德于予。”《论语.述而》translated by James Legge (Confucius 2013).  
38

 Translated by James Legge. The original text is “天命谓为性,率性之谓道”(Legge 1861, 383). 
39

 Translated by Lau. The original text is “尽其心者，知其性也。知其性，则知天矣。”(Mencius 

1984, 264–65). 
40

 The original text is “维天之命，于穆不已” (J. Cheng 1985, 621). 
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and moral practice. It is also the ultimate goal of human flourishing
41

. This means 

that the inner virtue Ren is what heaven endowed human beings with, and human 

virtue is the unity between humans and Heaven. Therefore, Ren in Confucianism is 

the general virtue that includes the meanings of all other virtues and constitutes the 

foundation of Confucian ethics
42

.   

In sum, due to the unity between Heaven and man, our unique human virtue is 

given by Heaven. To be more specific, it is the moral mind Ren that defines the 

special moral statue of human beings. Ren is the foundation and generative source 

of all virtues and moral practice, which is the inborn property of all men. The inner 

virtue Ren is the source of the human potential to act morally. Awakening this virtue 

is considered to be the ultimate aim of human flourishing. 

Secondly, to understand the mandate of Heaven is to fully realize our inner 

nature and moral mind. We have described above that Tian (Heaven) defines the 

moral capacity of human beings. Now let us turn to the other direction of the dynamic 

relationship between Tian and man: to accomplish the inner nature of man is the 

human way to connect to the Tian. To be more specific, moral cultivation has to be 

conceptualized as an endless process of awakening the inner moral self. At the same 

time, it is a process to achieve a connection with Heaven. Without a careful 

understanding of human nature and the moral mind, it is easy to misunderstand the 

Confucian doctrine, that is as a doctrine merely focused on following social rules or 

the requirement of social roles. However, according to Modern Confucian scholars, 

moral cultivation is nothing more than a process of expanding one’s connections 

                                                   
41

 A more detailed discussion of the concept of Ren in Confucius and Mencius will be presented 

in section 4.3. For the argument that Mencius well represented Confucius view on human nature, 

see (Mou 1997, 26–32).  
42

  In addition to the connection with heaven I mentioned above, Ren is believed to be a 

metaphysical reality and the “generative force” of all virtues and the whole universe. For example, 

for Xiong Shili, the founder of Modern Confucianism, Ren is the foundation of all existence and 

the force of all transformation (W. Chan 1955, 318). However, it is controversial whether this 

interpretation of Ren is more metaphysical and transcendental, and may go beyond the original 

meaning of Ren in pre-Qin Confucianism. Due to limits of space, our discussion in this chapter 

will not provide a solution for this issue. For a more detailed discussion, please see Chan’s article 

on the evolution of the concept of Ren (W. Chan 1955). The following discussion on modern 

Confucian thought will confine itself mainly to the ethical and social aspects of Ren.  
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with others externally and at the same time deepening one’s understanding of the 

authentic self internally. As Modern Confucian scholars argue in the Manifesto: 

 

“when one’s practice of moral behaviour expands a step externally, then 

internally one’s awakening also expands a step. In accordance with this, when 

one’s practice of moral behaviour expands externally to one’s family, then 

internally, one’s awakening will also contain one’s family. When it is extended 

externally to the state, then internally, one’s awakening will also contain one’s 

state.” (Zhang et al. 2006, 570)
43

. 

        

According to this description, the awakening of one’s inner virtue is dependent 

on one’s daily moral practice in social relations. That means social relationships are 

the necessary external means of the awakening of one’s inner virtue. An 

understanding of Confucian ethics through the dynamic relationship between 

Heaven and Man shows how moral actions in social relationships are not only the 

actions taken in response to specific social roles or moral principles (or the respect 

towards others’ interests), but more fundamentally, they are about inquiring into 

one’s inner self.  

 

                                                   
43

Translation from Eirik Harris. The original text is “由此而人生之一切行道而成物之事，皆为

成德而成己之事。凡从外面看来，只是顺从社会之礼法，或上遵天命，或为天下后世立德

立功立言者，从此内在之觉悟中看，皆不外尽自己之心性。人之道德实践之意志，其所关

涉者无限量，而此自己之心性亦无限量。然此心性之无限量，却不可悬空去拟议，而只可

从当人从事于道德实践时，无限量之事物自然展现于前，而为吾人所关切，以印证吾人与

天地万物实为一体。而由此印证，即见此心此性，同时即通于天。于是能尽心知性则知天，

人之存心养性亦即所以事天。而人性即天性，人德即天德，人之尽性成德之事，皆所以赞

天地之化育。所以宋明儒由此而有性理即天理，人之本心即宇宙心，人之良知之灵明，即

天地万物之灵明，人之良知良能，即干知坤能等思想，亦即所谓天人合一思想。”For English 

translation, see https://www.hackettpublishing.com/mou_zongsan_manifesto. 

 

https://www.hackettpublishing.com/mou_zongsan_manifesto
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4.2.3 Two disagreements between Confucian role-ethics and Modern 

Confucianism 

As mentioned above, Confucian role-ethics believes that social roles and the 

personal articulation of Li during one’s lifetime are the ultimate sources for 

determining what ought to be done in specific situations. The substance of Confucian 

morality is to find appropriate ways to enhance social relationships. By contrast, 

Modern Confucian thinkers insist that Confucian moral thinking is established on 

the basis of the ideal of one’s inner nature and moral mind. That is the ultimate force 

and guideline for daily practice. In addition, awakening the inner virtue is the 

ultimate goal of all kinds of social practices. In summary of his section, I would like 

now to identify two underlying disagreements that serve as the foundations of these 

two different interpretations. In subsequent sections, I will provide a discussion of 

these two arguments. 

Firstly, role-ethics believes that becoming a Ren person is a process of personal 

growth within the interactions experienced in social relationships. In contrast, 

Modern Confucianism believes that becoming a Ren person is a process of 

awakening the inner virtue through interactions with others, because human nature 

is endowed by Heaven as the perfect origin of human beings. Roger Ames insists 

that Ren is just a set of moral potentials that make it possible for people to act morally 

during their interaction with others. Therefore, becoming a Ren person is a process 

of personal growth, in which one becomes capable of coordinating these 

relationships. As Ames says, Ren as  

 

"'Humanness' might suggest a shared, essential, and pre-cultural condition of 

being human owned by all members of the species-given human nature. Yet ren 

does not come so easily. Far from being an essentially endowed potential, ren 

is what one is able to make of oneself given the interface between one's native, 

initial conditions and one's natural, social, and cultural environments. While 
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we can all commit ourselves to ren, to actually become consummately ren is 

something rarely achieved. [...]But ren is first and foremost the process of 

"growing"(sheng, 生 ) these relationships to become a vital, robust, and 

healthy participant in the human community." (Ames 2011a, 177–78). 

 

Is human nature in Confucianism a root that will grow during one’s lifetime or a pre-

existing concept that one ought to return to? The answer to this question will be 

discussed in section 3.  

Secondly, Confucian role-ethics highlights the primacy of social roles and Li in 

moral decisions, but Modern Confucianism insists the decisive function of inner 

virtue Ren. The logic of Confucian role-ethics is that every social role is attached to 

certain obligations according to social/moral norms Li. Human nature is a potential 

for growing. The process of growing is a personal articulation of Li according to 

one’s social role and concrete situations. Thus, Li in Confucianism is not only the 

possible means for moral cultivation, it also serves as a normative force in shaping 

one’s moral life. However, in Modern Confucianism, the cultivation of one’s inner 

virtue is the central element and the interaction with others is only of secondary 

importance. The function of social relations is to serve as external elements for the 

expression of one’s inner virtue. Li is a set of good examples of moral cultivation.  

In other words, they are the crucial means to the end of cultivating one’s inner self. 

The analysis of the relation between the concepts of Ren and Li will be conducted 

in Section 4.    

   

4.3  HUMAN NATURE: THE POSSIBILITY OF GROWTH IN DAILY 

PRACTICE  

 

Let’s now discuss the first disagreement mentioned above between Modern 

Confucianism and Confucian role-ethics, on the question of whether human 

development or cultivation is a process of “growing” one’s potential or “awakening” 

one’s already given nature. To distinguish between the different understandings of 
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human nature is significant, because it determines to what extent the external 

social/moral norms Li play roles in forming one’s moral responsibility.  Roger 

Ames claims that the concept of human nature in Confucianism is the “root” which 

nourishes our human behaviours – a root that cannot in any way be conceived as 

independent of the other elements that together constitute the organic process of 

becoming human (Ames 2011a, 90). As a result, human nature and the cultivation of 

this nature constitute an interdependent and organic relationship. Human nature itself 

is not the only source of value to support one’s life project of becoming a Ren person. 

The social context provides the concrete circumstance and serves as essential force 

in determining one’s moral life.  

     To support this contextual account of human nature, Ames refers to Mencius’ 

study of human nature in order to argue that the latter is a “root” which needs growth 

in daily practice. Ames also refers to Tang Junyi’s study in order to argue that human 

nature is a contextual concept for personal creativity. In the next part of this section, 

I will examine his interpretation of Mencius’ and Tang’s readings on human nature 

and argue that they both support a concept of human nature and mind which is 

originally perfect, so that the process of cultivation is a process of awakening instead 

of growth (section 4.3.1 and 4.3.2). The following part of this section mainly aims 

to compare role-ethics and Modern Confucianism on human nature. I will first point 

out the problems in Ames’ discussion and respond to it with a Modern Confucian 

interpretation. I will argue that according to my reading of classical Confucian texts, 

modern Confucianism provides a more plausible interpretation of human nature 

(section 4.3.3).  

4.3.1 Mencius’ view on human nature  

(i) Ames’ interpretation of Mencius’ view on human nature 

According to Roger Ames, Mencius presents a view of human nature as the “root” 

of a plant, which defines the moral potentials of human beings and endorses a 

concept of growth according to which the interaction with one’s social network 
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during one’s lifetime is central. In other words, according Roger Ames, human 

nature is the given potential to be benevolent, righteous, wise and so on, which is to 

be developed during one’s lifetime in the interaction with the outside world 

according to the social role of this person and the people and situations that he 

encounters in his lifetime. This is different from the interpretation given by Modern 

Confucianism, in which human nature is given as perfect, and so-called self-

development is merely a return to this perfect nature.  

In order to defend his view of human nature, Ames insists that Mencius defends 

a “minimalist” claim about the difference between men and animals and the idea of 

“siduan” (four beginnings of morality, 四 端 )(Ames 2011a, 137–39). Ames 

mentioned and translated Mencius’ claim that “what distinguishes people from the 

brutes is very infinitesimal”
44

 (Ames 2011a, 137; Mencius 2014, 4B:19). Regarding 

the concept of “siduan”(four beginings or four sprouts, 四端), Ames believes that 

Mencius meant to claim that all men have a sense of compassion, shame, modesty, 

and a sense of right and wrong by nature. They are the “four starting or four 

beginning” points of morality (Mencius, 2A6). Thus, Ames questions whether 

Mencius believes that human nature and mind are perfect and ready-made concepts; 

because if so why would Mencius use the term “beginnings”?  

Ames further argues that the reason why many theorists did not see the meaning 

of growth in the concept of human nature is because they did not pay sufficient 

attention to the distinction between the terms “Xin”(mind,心), and “Xing” (nature,

性). Ames believes that the differences between these two concepts are crucial to 

discover the meanings of “growth” and “creativity” in the Confucian concept of 

human nature. The Chinese character Xing (nature 性)  is comprised of both xin 

(忄 a Chinese character component which means “mind”) and sheng (生 which 

means to be born, to grow and to live) (Ames 2011a, 138–39). Combine this idea 

with another passage in which Mencius said, “A person has these four beginnings 

(siduan) just as he has four limbs”
45

 (Mencius, 2A:6). Consequently, Ames believes 

                                                   
44

 The Chinese text is  “人之所以异于禽兽者几希”《孟子：离娄下，19》 
45

 The Chinese text is “人之有是四端也，犹其有四体也。”《孟子：公孙丑上，6》 
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that Mencius confirms that the development of human nature is like the growth of a 

body. Thus, according to Ames, there is a sense of growth and change within the 

Confucian concept of human nature.  

Based on this view of human nature, Ames further points to the essential role 

of social relationships in the development of one’s human nature. Human nature and 

moral cultivation are mutually developing each other in the process of “human 

becoming”. On the one hand, human nature is the “root” or “source” of the moral 

potential of a person to become a Ren person. On the other hand, moral cultivation 

is also a project to develop human nature (Ames 2011a, 90). Nature is not fixed. To 

realize human nature is a process of contextualizing the potential of a human being, 

which is related to the outside environment and social relationship that he or she is 

situated in. Therefore, human nature is a collaborative, open-ended concept, which 

is related to “ever-changing circumstance”, always “unique to the career of the 

relational person” (Ames 2011a, 155). Thus, human nature is like the root of a tree. 

“Tree is an organic whole, and while the root may be thought to grow the tree, the 

tree in turn grows its roots.” (Ames 2011a, 90).  

 

(ii) Human nature is perfectly inborn 

In this section, I would like to argue that Ames’ interpretation of Mencius’ idea about 

human nature is problematic. It is necessary to point out that Ames’ discussion 

highlights the difference between nature and mind, but he neglects the connection of 

human nature, mind, and Heaven that Mencius mentioned. Mencius’ idea of Heaven 

as the common ground of nature and mind is contradictory to Ames’ interpretation 

of Mencius.   

First, I want to point out that Mencius’ views on the difference between humans 

and animals and on siduan (four beginnings) cannot prove that Mencius holds a 

minimalist view of human nature. If we try to interpret Mencius’ discussion on the 

difference between men and animals in a broader context, we find that Ames’ 

interpretation is problematic. According to Ames’ translation of (Mencius, 4B:19), 

“what distinguishes people from the brutes is very infinitesimal” (Ames 2011a, 137) , 
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the emphasis of the sentence falls on “infinitesimal”. In the following sentence of 

this passage Mencius says: 

 

“The common man loses this distinguishing feature, while the gentleman retains 

it. Shun understood the way of things and had a keen insight into human 

relationships. He followed the path of morality. He did not just put morality 

into practice.”
 46

 (Mencius, 4B.19). 

 

Thus, the emphasis of the previous sentence is not on the fact that the 

differences between men and animal are so little. Instead, the sentence is meant to 

point out that the small difference between man and animal makes all other things 

different. It is from the small difference that we can understand the unique capacities 

and potential of human beings, so that is how we should understand what human 

nature is. This interpretation is more reasonable in the context of the passage as 

whole. Zhao’s translation of this sentence is “there is very little that makes all the 

difference between man and brute.”
47

 According to Xu Fuguan’s interpretation of 

this passage, what Mencius meant to say here is that compared to the similarities 

between human and animal, there is very little difference. This difference is the inner 

virtue Ren. But it is this small difference that defines the special moral statue of 

human beings. The sentence points out that to understand human nature we need to 

focus on these differences (Xu 2005, 142–43). Connecting this sentence with the 

story of Emperor Shun, Mencius indicates that the crucial differences between man 

and animal are the potentials and capabilities to Ren and Yi (righteousness). With 

the example of sages like emperor Shun, Mencius wishes his readers to believe that 

if we act according to human nature, everyone can make a great difference. However, 

if you abandon the difference, then human nature can reveal very little. That is why 

Mencius calls the moral mind “beginnings”. According to this context, Mencius’ aim 

                                                   
46

 The original text is : “庶者去之，君子存之。舜明于庶物，察于人伦，由仁义行，非行仁

义也。” 《孟子：离娄下，19》. This is the translation from Lau (Mencius 1984, 165). 
47

 This is according to Zhao’s translation of Mencius, (Mencius 1999, 181) 
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is to use the difference between animals and men to point out what is the special 

nature of human beings, instead of emphasizing that the differences are so tiny. Thus, 

it is a mistake to infer from this sentence that Mencius believes that human nature is 

only a minimal starting point.  

Secondly, Ames detects growth within the concept of human nature, because 

of the distinction between the concepts of nature (xing, 性) and mind (xin, 心). As 

a matter of fact, we can find evidence to show that Mencius held human nature to be 

naturally perfect, which is in contradistinction to what Ames defends. Mencius says: 

 

“For a man to give full realization to his heart is for him to understand his 

nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven. By retaining 

his heart and nurturing his nature he is serving Heaven.” (Mencius, 7A1)
48

. 

 

For an explanation of this passage, Cai Renhou introduced a relation of these 

three terms based on a cross-shaped structure of the Confucian theory of human 

nature (Cai 1984, 228)(see picture below) 

 

Tian (Heaven, 天) 

 

 

Xing 

(Nature,性) 

 

 

Xin(mind, 心) 

                                                   
48

 Translated by Lau. (Mencius 1984, 265). The original text is “尽其心者，知其性也。知其

性，则知天矣。存其心，养其性，所以事天也。”《孟子：尽心上，1》 

Ruling with 

benevolence 

仁政王道 

Benevolent to 

people and all 

things 

仁民爱物 
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According to this structure, we can affirm Mencius’ view about the connection 

between human nature and mind. In the relationships within the “Heaven-nature-

mind” structure, Heaven is the source for both human nature and mind. Human 

nature and mind are endowed by and united with Heaven and the content of mind 

and nature are fundamentally united. The full development of one’s mind enables 

one to know and realize one’s inner nature. 

Thirdly, when we follow these interpretations, human nature in Mencius is 

originally perfect and given at birth. The centre of Mencius’ doctrine is that he 

maintains that human nature is originally good. Mencius said “Ren is man. When 

these two are conjoined, the result is ‘the Way’”
49

 (Mencius, 7B:16). This claim 

comprises two parts. Firstly, Ren is human nature. To be humane or benevolent is 

the sincere expression of human nature. Secondly, to realize what is the right way in 

which to act according to human nature requires that people make efforts in daily 

practice. This indicates the importance of moral cultivation, which will be discussed 

in the next section. This section mainly aims to illustrate the relationship between 

the concept of Ren and human nature in order to argue that human nature in Mencius 

is perfectly inborn. Mencius asserted that Ren is human nature on the basis of the 

following arguments.  

(1) Mencius pointed out that all men have a mind of Ren (Ren xin 仁心), 

through which people usually cannot bear the suffering of others. Suppose that one 

happens to see a child about to fall into a well, one’s compassion will appear 

naturally. Since it is a sudden accident, this sense of compassion must come from 

one’s inner self, instead of any other source (Mencius, 2A:6). Based on this example, 

Mencius further claims that everybody has a sense of compassion, shame, modesty, 

and the sense of right and wrong by nature. They are the four starting points of 

morality. He said: “the sense of compassion is the source of Ren; the sense of shame 

is the source of righteousness; the sense of modesty is the source of propriety; the 

sense of right and wrong is the source of knowledge. Men have these four minds just 

as they have four limbs.” They are not something conferred on me by others, but by 

                                                   
49

 The original text is 孟子曰“仁也者，人也。合而言之，道也。” 《孟子：尽心下，16》。 
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something in my nature (Mencius, 2A:6,6A:6). He also argues that human nature 

and all the relevant capacities are endowed by Heaven. He mentions that Ren 

(humanness), Yi (righteousness), Zhong (faithfulness) and Xin (truthfulness) and the 

spirits of benefiting others are the “titles” bestowed by Heaven, a more essential 

achievement than “titles” (offices) like minister and high official which are created 

by men(Mencius, 6A:16). Additionally, Mencius also explains why unkind 

behaviours still exist even considering that Ren is human nature and human nature 

is good. This brings me to the second argument. 

(2) Unruly behaviour does not stem from human nature. There are various 

reasons why people sometimes do not act according to Ren. For example, 

insufficient living circumstances can be a reason. Mencius says: “In good years most 

of the young people behave well. In bad years most of them abandon themselves to 

unruly behaviours.” He also says: “The way in which he loses his originally good 

mind is like the way in which the trees are hewed down with axes and hatchets. As 

trees are cut down day after day, can a mountain retain its beauty?” (Mencius, 6A:7, 

6A:8). This also could be the reason that people fail to act according to their original 

mind. Mencius said: 

 

 “Benevolence (Ren) is the heart of man, and rightness his road. Sad it is indeed 

when a man gives up the right road instead of following it and allows his heart 

to stray without enough sense to go after it. When his chickens and dogs stray, 

he has sense enough to go after them, but not when his heart strays. The sole 

concern of leaning is to go after this strayed heart. That is all.”
50

 (Mencius 

1984, 6A:11) 

 

                                                   
50

 This translation is from Lau (Mencius 1984, 235). The original text is “仁，人心也；义，人

路也。舍其路儿弗由，放其心而不知求，哀哉！人有鸡犬放，则知求之；有放心而不知

求。学问之道无他，求其放心而已矣。” 
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Thus, Mencius insists on the original goodness of human nature even though 

that goodness may be concealed for various reasons (for instance an insufficient life 

which hinders people from realizing their real nature or following their inner nature).  

 

(iii) Cultivation (xiushen, 修身) is a process of awakening inner virtue  

On the basis of the interpretation above of the relationships between heaven, human 

nature and moral mind, I have argued that human beings have a perfect nature by 

birth. Thus, moral cultivation or self-development is not a process of growth as Ames 

argued. It should be seen as a process of revealing one’s perfect human nature and 

moral mind. In order to prove this claim, this section will discuss the meaning of 

moral cultivation in Mencius.  

According to Modern Confucian thought, cultivation is a process of returning 

to one’s inborn nature (as we have discussed in section 2.2). This idea has been 

further confirmed by Mou Zongsan (Mou 2003, 5:556–59). According to his reading 

of Confucius and Zhang Zai
51

, he claims that human nature, the nature that unites us 

to the nature of Heaven, exist within us. If a process of cultivation and realization of 

this inner self is missing, this inner virtue still continues to exist as it was, but it will 

not help us to make moral decisions (Mou 2003, 5:559). The process of cultivation 

in this context is not letting nature grow as Ames argued; instead, it is a process of 

returning.  

In Mencius, several verbs express this meaning of cultivation directly or 

implicitly. In his reply to Gongduzi (quoted above), we saw that Mencius argues that 

it requires serious effort to seek one’s original nature. The preservation and 

cultivation of the good nature of human beings is the ultimate goal of such 

development. The following citation is Mencius’s way of defining moral ideals:   

 

“For a man to give full realization to his heart is for him to understand his 

nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven. By retaining 

                                                   
51

 Zhang Zai (Chang Tsai) (1020–1077), Neo-Confucian philosopher in Song dynasty.  
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his heart and nurturing his nature he is serving Heaven. Whether he is going to 

die young or to live to a ripe old age makes no difference to his steadfastness 

of purpose. It is through awaiting whatever is to befall him with perfected 

character that he stands firm on his proper Destiny”
52

 (Mencius 1984, 7A:1) 

 

In describing this process of cultivation of mind and nature, Mencius himself 

did not explicitly say it is a process of returning to human nature. However, it is 

possible to derive this meaning from the terms he uses: to “retain and nourish” mind 

and nature. In this passage, the mind (xin) that he is referring to is the moral mind, 

such as the sense of compassion, shame, modesty, and the sense of right and wrong 

that he believes all men possess (Mencius, 6A:6). This moral mind may not emerge 

if we do not pursue our activities in accordance with these senses. In fact, the mind 

and nature that we are seeking is something inside ourselves. Mencius says: “Seek 

and you will get it; let go and you will lose it. If this is the case, then seeking is of 

use to getting and what is sought is within yourself”
53

 (Mencius 1984, 7A:3). Thus, 

cultivation is nothing more than pursuing, retaining and recovering one’s moral mind 

that exists inside oneself. As Mencius said: “The sole concern of learning is to go 

after this strayed heart. That is all”
54

(Mencius 1984, 6A:11). 

In sum, if we are correct in the interpretations defended above, Mencius’ view 

on human nature does not refer to nature as merely a “root” or “potential” as Ames 

argued. It is an inherent nature, which is originally perfectly endowed. It sets up 

human potentials and capacities. The learning, and cultivation of these potentials and 

capacities are ultimately orientated towards an inward awakening through an 

outward moral practice. This is the point that makes Modern Confucian moral 

                                                   
52

 This translation is taken from Lau (Mencius 1984, 265). The original text is “尽其心者，知其

性也。知其性，则知天矣。存其心，养其性，所以时天也。夭寿不二,修身以俟之,所以立命

也。”《孟子：尽心上，1》。 
53

 This translation is from Lau (Mencius 1984, 265). The original text is “求则得之，舍则失之，

是求得益于得也，求在我者也。”《孟子：尽心上，3》 
54

 This translation is from Lau (Mencius 1984, 235). The original text is “学问之道无他，求其

放心而已矣”《孟子：告子上，11》. 
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thinking different from Confucian role-ethics. The latter believes that cultivation is 

the mutual development of one’s inner self and outer society, which is ultimately 

about the development of moral competence to cope with broader social 

relationships.  

 

4.3.2 Tang Junyi: human nature as contextual conduct 

In our earlier discussion (section 4.2.1), we saw that Confucian role-ethics suggests 

a contextualized human development, where human nature and social experience are 

mutually influencing each other. This means that human nature will not only grow 

during one’s lifetime, but is also shaped by the things that one has encountered 

during one’s life experience. Roger Ames confirms this idea by way of his 

interpretation of Tang Junyi’s study. In this section, I will argue that Ames’ reading 

of Tang’s theory neglects Tang’s insistence on human nature as perfectly given and 

shared by all human beings. I am not denying the crucial role of “others” in the 

cultivation of one’s inner virtue. What I want to emphasize here is that the external 

environment merely shapes the ways one has of expressing one’s human nature. It 

cannot define human nature itself. 

As the main concept of Confucian role-ethics, social roles and their related life 

experiences play an important role in shaping one’s self-understanding and one’s 

moral obligations. An important assumption in support of this view is that, as Ames 

argues, the Confucian view of human nature does not have a fixed list of natural 

attributes. Instead, it is a process of self-defining, where self is “shaping and being 

shaped in its contextualizing relations” (Ames 2010, 149). Ames believes that human 

nature according to Tang Junyi is “a provisional, generalized disposition that is at 

once persistent and yet always under revision in its interactions with other things.” 

(Ames 2010, 145) Human nature is a generalisation of the contextual account of an 

“open-ended disposition of human being overtimes” (Ames 2010, 145). In other 

words, human nature is something that is being shaped by the particular social 
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experiences someone has. Thus, human nature will grow according to one’s unique 

life experience and one’s social role.   

    However, it is mistaken to conclude that human nature is defined by the external 

interactions that one encounters. As a matter of fact, Tang Junyi, as well as many 

other Modern Confucians, does appeal to the interaction with others that one 

encounters during one’s lifetime. However, it is problematic to conclude from this 

that human nature is an ever-changing concept. This is contradicted by Tang’s idea 

of human mind and human nature. In Tang’s book The establishment of moral self, 

he asserts that human nature is the innate authentic self which truthfully, perfectly 

exists and is shared by all humans (Tang 1944, 57). Such a view follows Mencius’ 

idea about the connections between moral mind, human nature and Heaven. For 

Tang, the innate self is perfect and unlimited. The moral mind, which is connected 

to human nature, is the highest good and flawlessly perfect. He writes: 

 

 “I believe my mind in itself is the highest good. I analysed all kinds of moral 

mind and found out that all of them are derived from our “moral self” which is 

beyond our physical self in the universe. The moral mind in itself must possess 

endless goodness (good qualities). The endless kindness flows out of the moral 

mind. At the same time, I believe it must be perfect. Because it is beyond time 

and space, and it can cover and include all things in the universe. It must be 

perfect” (Tang 1944, 61)
55

 

 

In other words, the potential to act morally come from the innate self, which is 

endowed with perfection by Heaven. At the same time, the perfect innate self enables 

us to connect with and be affected by the beings that surround us, so that one can 

make decisions according to one’s integrated feeling with others. For example, as 

                                                   
55

 This is the translation from the original text “ 我相信我心之本体决定是至善的。我曾从一

切道德心理之分析发现一切道德心理都源自我们之超越现实即超越现实宇宙中之“我”，所

以超越现实宇宙之“心之本体”中必具备无尽之善。无尽之善都从他流出。同时我相信心之

本体必是完满无缺。因为他跨在无穷的时空之上，无穷的时空之事物都可以为他所覆盖，

它必然是完满无缺.” 
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Mencius mentions, one may experience the unbearable feeling of seeing other suffers. 

For Tang, this is the reason why we may choose the way of humanness. Due to the 

unique life experience of each person, we will encounter different others. Therefore, 

the expression of each person’s innate self will be different. However, this 

contextualized expression of the inner self does not imply (as Ames said) that human 

nature would be shaped according to the connections with one’s surroundings. 

As a result, the cultivation of the self is a process of awakening in one’s innate 

self. In Tang’s own words, that is a process of transformation of the self in reality 

(现实自我), which is from “the self which is trapped in present space, time and one’s 

selfish desires, to the moral self (道德自我), which is the genuine representation of 

human moral mind and nature” (Tang 1944, 41). This transformation is a pursuit of 

the inward self via expansions through our connections with outward others. 

Therefore, moral behaviour is nothing else than the closer representation of the 

genuine moral self. Tang says:  

 

“In common-sense, we believe something is moral because it is beneficial to 

others. This point of view only focuses on the consequences of certain actions. 

However, we believe the moral value of certain action should not only focus on 

the beneficial consequences to others. There are many behaviours that we 

believe are moral, are not so because they are valuable to others. Instead, we 

believe they are moral behaviours because they demonstrates a transformation 

of the self in reality (to the moral self)” 
56

 (Tang 1944, 26) 

 

Thus, for Tang Junyi, moral cultivation is not a process of growth of one’s nature in 

connection with others. Instead, due to the perfectness and unlimitedness of human 

nature, it is a process of overcoming the limitations of reality and of getting closer 

                                                   
56

 This is the translation from the original text “在我们通常的观念上以为一切道德行为之所以

为道德行为，均在对人有利。此全由只自结果看之故，而实际上我们认为含道德价值之行

为，并非全自其对人有利处看，许多我们自然而然称许之道德行为，我们并不待想其间接

所生之利而即恒赞之为道德行为。我们赞赏之为道德行为，只因他们表现以现实自我的超

越.” 
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to the unlimited mind. This so-called development does not serve to shape human 

nature, but to return to the truthful inner self. As a result, the contextual possibility 

of human nature refers to the expression of one’s human nature and inner self. 

Because human nature is something already inborn. Each person’s human nature can 

be expressed in unique ways according to one's specific life experiences.  

In sum, I want to argue that the relationship between the inner self and the social 

context is not one of mutual development and influence, as role-ethics has described. 

Instead, human nature in Tang Junyi plays a more defining role in the process of 

human development. Leading a moral life is nothing but getting closer to the perfect 

inner self. External life experiences only define the unique way to express such an 

innate self.  

4.3.3 Ren and human nature in Confucius  

The previous sections have defended the Modern Confucian view on human nature 

and the meaning of cultivation, in contrast to the Confucian role-ethics. Modern 

Confucians believe that focusing on human nature and mind is the authentic way to 

understand Confucian philosophy. It is this essence that should be revived in modern 

time. Now I will show that the interpretation of human nature according to Modern 

Confucian thought is also a plausible understanding of Confucius’ teaching.  

According to Chan Wing-Tsit’s study on Confucius, the concept of Ren can be 

found in some pre-Confucian texts. In these cases Ren refers to a particular virtue of 

kindness or benevolence, and Ren was a typical moral guideline for rulers in 

governing their country (Chan 1955, 295). It was Confucius who established the 

significance of this concept as a central theme of Chinese philosophy. It is widely 

accepted that his development of this concept – especially of a more extensive 

meaning of Ren which expands it to the moral character of all human beings – 

provides the crucial foundation for the later discussions about human nature in 

Confucian theory (Chan 1955, 298).  
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Firstly, it is generally acknowledged that Confucius expands the meaning of 

Ren from a particular virtue to an all-embracing virtue. In most of the conversations 

of Confucius, Ren no longer specifically refers to only benevolence or kindness. 

Instead it becomes an inclusive concept and serves as the general and fundamental 

virtue embracing all other particular ones as many cases in the Analects show. In the 

conversations between Confucius and his students, the latter enquire after the 

meaning of Ren several times. Confucius replies as follows:  

 Fan chi asked about Ren. Confucius says: “The man with Ren makes the 

effort to overcome difficulties his first business, and reaps the benefits 

only as a subsequent consideration. This may be called Ren.” (Analects, 

Book 6:22). 

 Confucius also replies to the same person that Ren “is to love fellow 

men” (Analects, Book 12:22).   

 As an answer to other students, Confucius says “To conquer yourself 

and return to propriety (Li) is Ren” (Analects, Book 12:1).  

 Ren is “when you are away from home, act as if you were receiving an 

important guest; when you are employing people, behave as if you were 

officiating at a great sacrifice; do not impose on others what you yourself 

do not desire; this way you can be free from complaint in your country 

and in your family” (Analects, Book 12:2).  

 “A man with Ren, wishing to be established himself, seeks also to 

establish others; wishing to be enlarged himself, he seeks also to enlarge 

others” (Analects, Book 6:28).  

 “One who can practice five things wherever he may be is a man with 

Ren.” The five things are “respectfulness, tolerance, truthfulness, 

diligence and generosity”
57

 (Analects, Book 17:6).  

These cases show that, for Confucius, Ren as a general moral code could be carried 

out in various ways, in different situations. Cai Renhou also points out that using 

                                                   
57

 The translations of Analects in this chapter are according to Lau (Confucius 1979) with my 

revisions.  
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various ways to explain Ren shows that Ren for Confucius is an inclusive concept. 

It is hard to have a one particular way to be Ren because Ren has to be understood 

in concrete situations. It can only be fully expressed within daily moral practices 

(Cai 1984, 74–78).  

Secondly, Confucius also expanded the concept of Ren to refer to the moral 

character of all men, instead of a virtue only for rulers. This development of Ren 

created disagreement among the followers of Confucius for instance about human 

nature as being originally good, bad, or neutral
58

. The Analects do not pay much 

attention to this topic. Only very few examples can be found from his discussion 

with his students. Confucius said: “Men are close to one another by Xing (nature or 

temperament), but they drift apart by their daily practice” (Analects, Book 17:2). 

Xing in this sentence is often translated as “nature”, but Confucius did not provide 

an elaborate meaning of Xing here. Another textual example shows that human 

nature for Confucius is good: “Man is born for uprightness. If a man loses his 

uprightness, and yet lives, his escape from death is merely the effect of his good 

fortune.” (Analects, Book 6:19). In the Analects, one of Confucius’s students, Zigong, 

says that “the Master’s personal displays of his principles and ordinary descriptions 

of them may be heard. His discourses about man’s nature, and the way of Heaven, 

cannot be heard.” (Analects, Book 5:13) Judging from this statement, Confucius 

either did not say anything about human nature or he discussed it only in passing or 

was not fully understood by his students
59

. The fact that the Analects do not say much 

about human nature does not mean that Confucius did not discuss the issue at all. 

The theory of Ren is necessarily supported by the theory of human nature in two 

other Confucian classics, “Great learning” and “Doctrine of Mean”. As I mentioned 

above, the limited discussion on human nature in the Analects left space for dispute. 

For example, Xunzi believes that human nature is bad; Gaozi believes that human 

nature is neither good nor bad. Mencius clearly indicates that human nature is 

                                                   
58

  We also find discussions about human nature and its relationship with heaven in two other 

Confucian classics: “Great learning” and “Doctrine of the Mean”.  
59

 For detailed discussions, see (Cai 1984, 104–10). 
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originally good. However, I believe that the interpretation of human nature by 

Mencius and Modern Confucianism is not only compatible but also an authentic 

interpretation of Confucius.   

 

4.4  THE RELATIONSHIP OF REN AND LI  

 

So far, I have shown that the inner virtue Ren should be understood as the ultimate 

value for moral life. In this section, I turn to the examination of the second point of 

disagreement between Confucian role-ethics and Modern Confucianism, which is 

about the extent to which Li (propriety) and social roles play a role in defining moral 

responsibility. Is it true, as role-ethics argued, that Li plays a role in shaping the 

concept of Ren and constitutes the concept of moral responsibility directly as an 

external moral force? The answer to this question requires a more detailed discussion 

of the concepts of Ren and Li and their relationship. In the coming subsections I will 

present some possible approaches to interpret the Ren and Li relation in 

Confucianism (section 4.4.1) and further defend my instrumentalist view on this 

subject (sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.3).   

4.4.1 Possible interpretations  

In Kwong-Loi Shun’s study of the Ren and Li relation, he roughly sketches three 

possible approaches to interpret this relationship. They are an “instrumentalist view”, 

a “definitionalist view” and a third approach that Shun himself proposed (Shun 1993). 

His classification of three different views is based on their position vis-à-vis two 

main questions. The first one is whether Li is sufficient to constitute and shape the 

concept of Ren. The second is whether there is room for Li to be revised.   

The instrumentalist view holds that there is a causal relation between Ren and 

Li, where Ren is the ideal, while Li provides the means to achieve Ren (Shun 1993, 

460–62). To be more specific, if we accept that Li is instrumental to Ren, we 

acknowledge that Ren as the ultimate ideal has priority over Li in the following 
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senses: (1) It is Ren alone that has ultimate value, the value of Li is obtained from 

its instrumental functions with respect to Ren. (2) Ren can be dissociated from any 

specific type of Li, if the latter cannot provide proper means to attain Ren. That is to 

say, a revision of Li is justified as long as it can be functional in serving Ren. Xu 

fuguan, Lin yusheng and Tu weiming’s studies all support this kind of view ( Tu 

1968; Xu 2005; Lin 1974). Thus, Li has an instrumental function for attaining Ren. 

However, it neither has priority over Ren, nor is a concept that can constitute Ren. 

Li, as the set of culturally and historically specific rules, can be adjusted according 

to the overarching aim of achieving Ren.  

The second approach, the so-called the definitionalist view, holds a totally 

different idea about these two questions. According to this view, following the 

requirements of Li, which are the rules that were defined by Confucius at the time, 

is the only way to be a Ren person and to realize harmony in society. Thus, Li 

specifies how Ren is to be achieved, and the observation of Li has the ultimate value. 

The concept of Ren does not have priority so as to revise the specific content of Li. 

According to what we have argued about the meaning and essentiality of Ren in 

earlier sections, this definitionalist view is contradicted by Mencius’ view on human 

nature.  

Alternatively, Shun proposed a third approach. On the one hand, unlike the 

instrumentalist view, Shun believes that Li constitutes the concept of Ren and plays 

an important role in shaping Ren. However, contrary to the definitionalist view, Shun 

believes that while Ren still possesses a more fundamental role in the Ren-Li 

relationship, it could not exist without Li. On this view, there can be good reasons to 

revise Li, as long as this serves as a good way to shape Ren. Li constitutes Ren, but 

Shun does not believe that there is only one particular type of Li which can constitute 

Ren. Also, as the ultimate ideal Ren has priority over Li. 

According to the earlier discussion, it seems that Confucian role-ethics supports 

the third approach. This is because Confucian role-ethics emphasized the 

fundamental role of inner virtue Ren instead of Li. In addition, it also emphasizes 

the creativity and personal articulation of the use of moral rules in specific situations. 
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Thus, for them, Li’s adjustable norms may achieve inner virtue Ren. The third 

approach that role-ethics support shares with the instrumentalist approach is a stress 

on the flexibility of Li, and Li’s instrumental role in achieving Ren. Thus, the main 

disagreement between the first approach and the third approach basically focuses on 

whether Li only serves as means to Ren. To be more specific, for role-ethics, Li is 

not only a means to moral cultivation in achieving Ren. It is also considered as 

constitutive of Ren. Thus, in what follows we will mainly focus on examining 

whether the concept of Li could constitute Ren and in which sense Ren is dependent 

on Li. 

4.4.2 Li constitutes Ren?  

The third approach believes that Li stands much closer to the concept of Ren than 

being merely an instrumental concept to realize Ren. As Shun said, “the ideal of jen
60

 

(Ren) is shaped by the actually existing Li practices in that it is not intelligible and 

cannot be shown to have a validity independent of Li.” (Shun 1993, 472) The 

philosophers who believe Li constitutes the concept of Ren often refer to what 

Confucius said about “ke ji fu Li wei Ren” (克己复礼为仁). It can be translated as 

“subduing oneself and returning to the observance of Li is Ren,” or “succeeding in 

aligning oneself with Li is Ren” According to these translations, they believe the 

verb “wei” 为 in this sentence means to “constitute”.  

Li Chenyang believed that this interpretation is problematic. He pointed out that 

we should be aware that the translation of “wei” in the sentence is disputable. The 

first discussion translates wei as “constitute”, but it can also be translated as “become” 

or “cause”. Moreover, Li Chenyang further argues that the second translation is more 

plausible, because Confucian philosophy is mainly focused on the subject of 

“person-making”, namely how to cultivate one’s character to become a Ren person. 

Also, Li argues that if we understand “wei” as ‘constitute’, this implies a relationship 

between Ren and Li that is closer than their relationship actually is. Because in 

                                                   
60

 Jen and Ren come from a different alphabet but both represent 仁.   
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Confucianism, a person following Li is not necessarily a Ren person. Following Li 

without truly understanding the meaning of Li does not equate Ren (Li 2007, 314–

16). Thus, Li Chenyang rejected the idea that Li in Confucianism is sufficient to 

constitute and shape Ren. For him, Li should be considered as a cultural grammar. 

Li (social or moral rules) provides a necessary system of rules (as a grammar does 

for a language) for achieving Ren.  

In addition, according to our discussion about the concept of Ren as perfectly 

endowed inner virtue, the instrumentalist view more plausibly describes the Ren and 

Li relation. Li is the necessary externalization and concrete manifestation of the inner 

virtue Ren, but Li does not always lead to Ren. This expresses the creative tension 

between these two concepts. Li signifies that a person is always embedded in society 

and many social relationships, while Ren indicates that human life is not only about 

these social relationships. There is an ultimate goal that makes a human being go 

beyond the state of being just a social person: the inner virtue which is connected to 

Heaven (Tu 1968, 73). Lin Yusheng’s interpretation of Confucius’ statement is 

relevant here: “to master the cultivation of naturally endowed moral quality within 

the structure of the proper social and ritual norms is the way to achieve moral 

excellence”(Lin 1974, 194). 

4.4.3 Li as the path to moral cultivation  

If Li does not constitute Ren, the next question is whether Ren could independently 

serve as a source for defining moral responsibilities? This question is important to 

distinguish Shun’s interpretation of the instrumentalist view from the instrumentalist 

view which I support. According to Shun’s interpretation, the instrumentalist view 

highlights the independence of Ren from Li, as if Ren can be achieved without Li. 

As he said, according to the philosophers who hold the instrumentalist view, the 

concept of Ren “is intelligible and can be shown to have a validity independent of 

Li”, while Li is merely a means for the manifestation of the inner life (Shun, 1993 p. 

464).  
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This view does not represent many philosophers whose argument is close to the 

instrumentalist approach. It is certainly misleading to claim that Li is insignificant, 

which implies that the attaining of Ren can be actualized without Li. As a matter of 

fact, the Modern Confucians Lin yusheng, Tu weiming and Xu fuguan all emphasize 

Ren’s dependence on the concept of Li. That is because the ideal of attaining Ren 

always takes place in a social context. And for this reason, Li presupposes both social 

relationships and moral principles.  

     As Confucius said: “who does not learn Li cannot establish himself” (XVI.13). 

I believe that Tu weiming’s interpretation is more plausible and compatible with 

many other Modern Confucian views. Tu has described that in the inward and 

outward relation between Ren and Li, Ren possesses the ultimate value which gives 

meaning to Li. However, this does not imply that Ren can be attained without Li. He 

claims that a more complex appreciation of the concept of Li should be reached (Tu 

1978, 18). This independent relationship is that Ren has to be attained in the 

interaction with others. Although the inner life is endowed as a perfect virtue, the 

full realization of it comes into being through infinite connections with others. 

Therefore, as he argued, “the actualization of jen cannot but travel the path of Li” 

(Tu 1978, 31) 

 

“Indeed, it may very well be argued that just as jen (Ren), especially when used 

as comprehensive virtue, gives meaning to li, jen without the manifestation of 

li is also inconceivable… From the Confucian point of view, therefore, although 

one can never become truly human if one fails to be sincere to one’s inner self, 

one can never delve deeply into one’s genuine selfhood if one refuses to 

manifest sincerity in the context of human-relatedness” (Tu 1978, 18–19) 

 

The reason why Confucian moral cultivation has to take place in social relations is 

fundamentally due to the nature of Ren. As Tu Weiming says, the process of 

cultivation is not a “linear progression” but a process of “gradual integration”. 

According to the Manifesto, moral cultivation is a process of removing selfish 
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desires and deepening one’s realization of humanity in oneself. It is also an infinite 

process of Gantong (expanding one’s connection and affections) to others, or in other 

words, it is a process of the integration of feeling and compassion with others. The 

wider one integrates with others, the deeper one realizes the authentic self ( junmai 

Zhang et al. 2006).  

Thus, on the one hand, moral cultivation is not an “isolated self-control” 

consisting of a purely inward inquiry that excludes others. The integration of self 

with others would prevent oneself from making a decision under the control of one’s 

selfish desires. That is why inner virtue Ren would lead men to make rational moral 

decisions based on the principle of benevolence and righteousness which might be 

contradictory to one’s self-interests. On the other hand, moral cultivation is also not 

a process of internalizing social values, as role-ethics argued, or acting uncritically 

in accepting external social norms. Only a truly moral practice, which is carried out 

under the circumstance that moral decisions are free from external forces, can deepen 

one’s understanding of one’s authentic self.  

In sum, for the modern Confucian approach, the ultimate values that define 

moral obligations are not derived from Li or social roles. Li is the necessary pathway 

for the externalization and manifestation of inner virtue. Without Li and the social 

relations that are presupposed by this concept, human beings cannot show and truly 

realize their inner virtue.  

 

4.5  MORAL RESPONSIBILITY AS THE REQUIREMENT OF INNER 

VITURE  

 

Since social roles and Li should not be considered as the ultimate values in defining 

moral responsibility according to Confucian ethics, this section proposes a different 

route. It argues that moral responsibility should be understood as the creative 

performance between the two moral rules which are inherently linked to the concept 

of Ren. This argument is in line with the Modern Confucian view on human nature 

and mind, and its relation with social rules, especially when based on Tang Junyi’s 
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moral philosophy. Under this understanding, social roles and Li are the necessary 

indicators to help one to determine how moral responsibilities should be carried out 

in concrete situations.   

As mentioned above, in Modern Confucianism the process of awakening inner 

virtue is the process of extending one’s moral mind to others. It is expanding one’s 

moral feelings in connection with others. Based on Confucius’s teaching, Tang Junyi 

argued that the two moral rules are the fundamental guidelines in explaining this 

extension of one’s moral feelings with others. The first one is the universal rule that 

“do not impose what you do not want on others” (Confucius, Book12:2). The other 

moral rule is a non-universal rule, which sets a higher standard: “To establish myself 

is to enlarge others”. This means that to be Ren to others, as the way of morally 

cultivating oneself, is not only a matter of not harming others, but also of wishing 

that others fully realize their inner self and assisting them in this endeavour 

(Confucius, Book 6:30). Let me explain both rules in more detail. 

 

(i) The golden principle: “do not impose what you do not want to 

others” (己所不欲勿施于人). 

For Mencius, the sense of discomfort in seeing others suffer (不忍之情) is the most 

original expression of the moral mind. If we could act according to this feeling for 

all others, then inner virtue will be awakened through this. Tang further explains that 

this feeling of discomfort in seeing others suffer or being unable to develop 

themselves leads one to moral actions of not hindering or undermining their 

development (Tang 2005, 455,461). This is the moral principle: “Do not impose 

what you do not want on others.” (己所不欲勿施于人). It is the most basic moral 

principle in Confucianism and it should be widely applied in all kinds of 

relationships that we may encounter, regardless of the difference between 

relationships and the distance to the other person.  
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(ii) “To establish myself is to enlarge others” (成人成己) 

Confucius believes that all human beings have the potential to become Ren persons. 

Therefore, except for not harming others’ personal development, the higher 

requirement to be a Ren person is to support and assist others to develop their nature. 

This is not an external requirement for a Ren person, because the human nature that 

everyone possesses has the potential to achieve a higher-level expression of one’s 

innate virtue. Tang Junyi said: 

 

“[I’m] not only seeking my love to others. I also hope that others could love 

their others; [I’m] not only pursuing my virtue of Ren, I also hope others have 

the virtue of Ren. As a result, I hope others have all the virtue that I possessed. 

Therefore, my virtue Ren goes through a higher level of rationalization and it 

has a higher level of expression. The basic principle is ‘do not impose what you 

do not want to others’, to avoid hindering other’s will; now (the higher 

principle is) ‘what I will, I will give to others’. So, I could help to achieve the 

will of others. This is, to establish myself is to enlarge others. This is the highest 

level of virtue Ren” 61
(Tang, 2005, P466-467)  

 

According to The Doctrine of the Mean, to enlarge others is to fully develop others’ 

nature. The others here could possibly include all beings in nature: 

 

“Only those who are absolutely sincere can fully develop their nature. If they 

can fully develop their nature, they can then fully develop the nature of others. 

If they can fully develop the nature of others, they can then fully develop the 

nature of things. If they can fully develop the nature of things, they can then 

                                                   
61

This is the English translation of following text “不仅求我之爱人，亦求人之能爱人，不仅求我之仁德，

亦求人有仁德。以至凡我所有之德，皆望人有之，则我之仁心，经一更高理性之运用，而又更进一层

之表现。通常所谓强恕以求仁， 于己所不欲，不施于人，以免拂人之欲；于己所欲，皆施与人，以顺

人之欲，同属于仁心进一层之表现。至“成己，成物” 之恕[..]则为最高之仁心之表现. 
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assist in the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth. If they 

can assist in the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth, 

they can thus form a trinity with Heaven and Earth.”(W. Chan 1963, 107–108; 

The Doctrine of the Mean chapter 22) 

 

As a non-universal principle, to fulfil the second moral rule is “to establish myself 

is to enlarge others” (Analects 6,28) (成人成己). Hence, it is necessary to identify 

different others and one’s social role in order to specify what ought to be done in 

specific situations.  

Thus, I argue that to identify moral responsibility according to Confucian ethics 

is a “creative performance” according to these two moral rules. The first one is a 

golden rule which is universal. The second one is a higher principle, which is non-

universal. This is because as a practical guideline Li is culturally specific and can be 

adjusted in specific situations in order to serve the ultimate goal, which is the 

realization of the moral self.  

 

4.6  RESPONSIBILITY AND INDIVIDUAL AUTONOMY 

 

So far, I have concluded that moral responsibility according to the Modern 

Confucian view should be understood as a requirement of the inner virtue Ren. To 

identify what we ought to do is a creative performance in concrete situations. This 

conclusion opposes the idea that the moral responsibilities of each individual are 

merely derived from authority, fixed rules or descriptions of social roles. Instead, 

moral responsibility should be viewed in line with the goal of moral cultivation, 

which looks for moral strength from the inner virtue Ren in oneself. This 

interpretation of moral responsibility assumes more space for self-determination in 

Confucian moral life. There is an important point I would like to make here which 

concerns the extent to which individuals are autonomous in their moral life
62

. In 

                                                   
62

 The ambition of this section is not to provide a comprehensive study of the meaning of autonomy 

or freedom in Confucianism. For this purpose, readers could consult (J. Chan 2002; Metzger 1988; 
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defending that Confucianism has modern significance, Modern Confucian scholars 

also argue that identifying the essential role of inner virtue Ren implies that 

“autonomy” should be respected in Confucianism, because everyone should be able 

to master their own moral life. There are two characteristics of Confucianism which 

should be addressed here: 

Firstly, acting fundamentally morally is something that comes from one’s own 

inner virtue. Modern Confucians address the learning of how to become a morally 

cultivated person as largely a process of self-learning and self-regulation, with 

reference to the social contexts and good examples of virtuous persons. For this 

reason, Modern Confucianism opposes the views of Confucianism as a set of fixed 

social rules that everyone should be forced to follow. Certainly, Confucianism has 

its opinion on what is good and what is bad. However, it also distances itself from 

coercive means to implement certain values. Thus, it argues on the one hand, that 

individuals are autonomously committed to follow their inner moral strength, even 

if it opposed to the will of authorities. There should not be any inappropriate external 

authority to force persons to be moral (Xu 1978). Regarding this argument, there are 

several sources of textual evidence in the teachings of Confucius and Mencius. 

Confucius emphasizes that the practice of Ren should first find its source in oneself, 

not in others (Analects, Book 12:1). Confucius also says that “the virtuous man seeks 

within himself, while the petty fellow without integrity seeks elsewhere” (Analects, 

Book 15:21) (Zhang et al. 2006).
63

 On the other hand, Modern Confucianism also 

emphasizes that moral cultivation has to be a voluntary action. Individuals should be 

able to conduct their moral cultivation voluntarily ( Zhang et al. 2006).  

Secondly, Confucianism, according to the nature of inner virtue Ren, respects 

different opinions and expressions of different opinions. Confucianism will respect 

them and will not aim to unite society with one particular view. Confucianism does 

not defend an ideal of consolidating everyone’s beliefs and considering one 

                                                   
C. Li 2014b). This section only aims to show that the concept of responsibility I discussed in this 

chapter includes the meaning of autonomy.  
63

 The original text of these citations is “ 为仁由己，而由人乎哉？”(Analects, Book 12.1). “君

子求诸己，小人求诸人。” (Analects, Book 15:21).  
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particular thought as the only truth. Instead, Confucianism appreciates differences in 

society ( Tang 1976, 362–65). As Confucius says: “A gentleman gets along with 

others, but does not necessarily agree with them.”
64

 

These two characteristics of Confucianism are established on the belief of inner 

virtue Ren. Many contemporary studies point out that although these two 

characteristics are valid, respect for individual autonomy in Confucianism has 

limitations, compared to the concept in Western liberalism for instance. The 

important point is that Confucianism lacks an endorsement of varieties in what is 

considered to be morally good in its philosophy. Joseph Chan argues that autonomy 

in Confucianism would support: (1) “the voluntary endorsement of morality” which 

means moral agents are not forced to lead a moral life; (2) this voluntary 

endorsement has to be according to one’s own understanding and judgment. Because 

Confucianism provides a particular way of understanding the good life, Chan 

believes it would not agree with the idea that morality can be defined as an 

individual’s determination of what is good for whatever purpose (Chan 2002). 

Similarly, Chenyang Li, in researching the closely related term “freedom”, points 

out that “Free Will” in Confucianism has serious limitations. Under a Confucian 

view of the good life, freedom should be understood in terms of freedom to choose 

the good which leads people to reach a high level of moral competence (C. Li 2014b).   

Thus, it is correct to say that Confucianism accepts a different meaning of 

autonomy. Regarding one’s moral responsibility to others, identifying what one 

ought to do to others is a creative and voluntary performance according to moral 

rules. It is a self-determined reflection of the moral mind in oneself with the 

connection of the same moral mind of others. Thus, taking responsibility is not 

merely obeying certain commands; it has to do with self-reflection. In addition, 

although autonomy in Confucianism is focused on achieving a particular 

understanding of moral competence, it leaves space for people who do not think in 

the same way. This is because of the nature of inner virtue Ren, which could connect 

with and be benevolent to all things under Heaven.  

                                                   
64 The original text of these citations is “君子和而不同，小人同而不和” (Analects, Book 13:23). 
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4.7  CONCLUSION  

 

This chapter argued that our understanding of moral responsibility in Confucian 

thought must go beyond the belief that social roles or social rules define one’s 

responsibility. There is a moral ideal underlying these social settings: the belief in 

inner nature and mind, which refers to the given nature shared by all human beings. 

Human development is ultimately orientated to the inward awakening of this given 

nature through outward moral practice. Thus, moral responsibility should be 

understood as the creative expression of inner virtue and true response to others. 

However, the social norms are the necessary but revisable means to determine how 

to carry out moral responsibilities in concrete situations. In addition, this 

interpretation of moral responsibility leaves ample space for self-reflection and self-

articulation. Although moral responsibility in role-ethics shares many features with 

the view in Modern Confucianism, the significant difference between these two 

approaches is that the Modern Confucian view largely relies on the moral strength 

coming from the inner self, while role-ethics relies on existing social roles and rules 

to identify responsibilities. When we have to face some novel moral relationships in 

our modern time, for instance the intergenerational moral relationships with distant 

future generations, the existing social roles cannot easily provide sufficient 

guidelines. Role-ethics cannot easily help us in such a case, but Modern 

Confucianism can avoid this limitation, due to its focus on inner virtue. The 

discussion of how to identify moral responsibilities to future generations according 

to Modern Confucianism will be provided in Chapter 5.     
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Chapter 5: 

Virtue-Based Responsibility to Future 

Generations 

 

5.1. INTRODUCTION  

The Modern Confucian interpretation of Confucianism and the concept of moral 

responsibility defended in Chapter 4 provide us with a framework to discuss 

Confucianism’s view on intergenerational relationships. My intention in this chapter 

is to examine if, and if so in which way, Confucianism can justify moral 

responsibilities to future generations. There have been an increasing number of 

discussions of Confucian ecological thought with many authors arguing that 

Confucianism is indeed an ecologically sensitive doctrine (Tucker and Berthrong 

1998; Tu 2001; Wong 2015; Lee 2009; Hourdequin and Wong 2005). However, in 

contemporary discussions very few studies have paid specific attention to the topic 

of moral responsibilities to future generations. To investigate the meaning of 

intergenerational concerns, I attempt to find answers to the following questions: (1) 

traditionally, Confucianism is believed to focus only on harmonizing presently 

existing human relationships. Whether moral responsibilities can be extended to 

future generations is my first question. (2) To examine the justification of moral 

responsibilities to future generations, it is necessary to clarify how we relate our 

present moral thinking towards future generations. In which sense does the well-

being of future generations matter to us? (3) If present generations have moral 

responsibilities towards future generations, what should we do to protect the latter, 

according to the Confucian tradition, especially in the context of climate change?  
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Adopting the conclusion of Chapter 4, moral responsibility to others should be 

understood as a requirement of inner virtue Ren (humaneness/ benevolence). This 

special virtue of human beings tends to lead us to protect possibilities of others for 

realizing their nature. Thus, moral responsibility is not merely a matter of meeting 

the expectations which come with one’s social role or adhering to social principles 

(Li, propriety). Intuitively, it seems that such a concept of moral responsibility 

should not be restricted to presently living beings, because ignoring the future and 

the past would contradict the nature of inner virtue. Thus, it is possible for our present 

responsibilities to be extended to future others. In addition, I have argued that moral 

responsibilities are the creative performance between two moral rules: “Do not 

impose what you do not want to others” and “To establish myself is to enlarge others” 

(section 4.5). One may argue that the first rule, since it is a universal golden rule, can 

be directly applied to the justification of moral responsibilities to future generations. 

This is plausible if we understand this moral rule as an expression of inner virtue 

Ren. However, in this chapter I insist that unless we understand Ren in the context 

of the bigger picture of the Way of Tian (Heaven), which is ShengSheng (生生, 

endless life-generation), a genuine relationship between present and future 

generations will not be fully revealed.  

The exploration of this intergenerational relationship in this chapter begins by 

revisiting the concept of moral responsibility and examining its scope (Section 5.2). 

Then the next task is to find out if our moral responsibility can be extended to future 

generations; what would be the reasons for us to do so? Section 5.3 provides one 

possible answer. Lee Shui Chuen proposed a “Do-no-harm” principle which is based 

on the golden rule of Confucianism. I agree with parts of his argument, but I further 

argue that the “Do-no-harm” principle alone has limitations in grounding 

responsibilities to future generations. Thus, in section 5.4, I identify the virtue 

“ShengSheng” and its relationship to the virtue Ren (humaneness/benevolence). The 

virtue of “ShengSheng” is the virtue and the purpose of all beings. The virtue Ren is 

the special expression of “ShengSheng” for humanity. The virtue “ShengSheng” is 

the aim of Ren, when moral thinking takes place outside of the scope of present 
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human society. Thus, the unity of these two concepts is the central point to 

understand intergenerational relationships according to Confucian ethics. Section 

5.5 further addresses what we owe to future generations. It argues that the most 

fundamental responsibilities toward future humanity and non-human beings are the 

preservation of a sustainable natural system and adequate amount of natural 

resources. In addition to these, Confucianism would also consider that cultural 

resources which teach people about the special moral capacities, to the extent that 

they are necessary for future people to realize their nature, have special significance 

when compared to other resources. Section 5.6 concludes with a summary of the 

major arguments of this chapter.   

5.2. THE SCOPE OF MORAL RESPONSIBILITY  

Given the meaning of moral responsibility in Confucianism which I discussed in 

chapter 4, this section attempts to examine the scope of our moral responsibilities. It 

starts by identifying two important dimensions of moral responsibility. The 

recognition of the spiritual dimension of this concept provides a possibility to apply 

our moral concerns beyond present human life.  

5.2.1 The two dimensions of moral responsibility  

Chapter 4 has distinguished two kinds of interpretations of moral responsibility. For 

Confucian role-ethics, responsibilities are primarily justified in the context of social 

roles and relationships. It generally believes that what we ought to do for another 

person is a personal articulation of the moral principles or cultural traditions of one’s 

specific social relations. Every social role is associated with a set of corresponding 

responsibilities, differing according to different cultural traditions. As Nuyen says: 

 

“For Confucians, social relationships are characterized by social positions or 

roles, and social positions are defined in terms of obligations. To each role is 
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attached a set of obligations, and to be in a role is to be under a set of 

obligations.” (Nuyen 2009, 317).   

 

In contrast, for Modern Confucianism neither social roles nor moral principles 

provide the fundamental justification for one’s moral responsibilities. 

Responsibilities to others are ultimately justified by the moral mind Ren 

(humaneness/benevolence). Moral responsibilities should be understood in the 

context of an endless process of moral cultivation, which is the Confucian ideal of 

realizing the real nature in oneself. It is a learning process to become a “aesthetically 

refined, morally excellent and religiously profound” person (Tu, 1985: 53). 

According to Confucius, this is learning for the sake of self (为己之学). It is also a 

process of searching in oneself (Tang 1967, 191).  

However, the focus on searching the inner self does not lead the Confucian 

follower to escape from society. The inner development of the moral mind and the 

outer extension of a social circle are necessarily interrelated. The cultivation of our 

inner nature needs to be carried out through making efforts to be a Ren person to 

different others. To be a Ren person to others means that the inner virtue enables us 

to generate moral feeling to others which starts with the compassion towards the 

suffering of others (恻隐之情) ( Zhang et al. 2006). Fundamentally, responsibilities 

are the proper reactions to the inner moral mind, which hopes that others can realize 

their nature as I can and do. The wider the scope a person can extend his or her Ren 

to others, the deeper the moral mind Ren is being realized.  

 

(i) The spiritual dimension of moral responsibility 

Due to the close relationship between the moral cultivation of the inner self and our 

daily practice in social life, moral responsibility under this framework does not only 

have a social meaning, but also a spiritual meaning. Modern Confucian scholars 

emphasize that there are spiritual meanings underlying many social activities. This 

emphasis is explicitly intended to contrast with the positions of those who believe 

that Confucianism is only about harmonizing interpersonal relationships and 
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external rules for social behaviours, but lacks an idea of an inner sprit as the basis of 

social life. For Modern Confucian scholars, such interpretations of Confucianism (or 

Chinese culture at large) are mistaken and superficial (Zhang et al. 2006, part five). 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, a defining characteristic of Confucianism is the focus on 

the learning of the moral mind. The emphasis on an inner spiritual basis can be 

understood from this point of view. For example, Tu Weiming argues that 

Confucianism has a spiritual dimension within human relationships. This is because 

Confucian scholars “have faith in the ultimate goodness and all-embracing divinity 

of human nature” (Tu 1985, 132). This is the crucial starting point for us to 

understand the “inner dimension” and the spiritual dimension of Confucianism. This 

spiritual dimension lies in the fact that one’s social activities can be understood as 

the efforts that one makes to engage into the ultimate transformation of one’s 

authentic inner self. This spiritual task of self-transformation is “to manifest the 

ultimate meaning of life in ordinary human existence” (Tu 1985, 133). Tang Junyi 

provides similar explanations of Confucianism’s spiritual dimension. For him, the 

spiritual aspects of Confucianism are created by one’s self-consciousness; it is the 

value that presents and manifests self-consciousness. He says: 

 

“[…] any self-conscious subject and its activities which are initiated by self-

conscious ideas. Any value which has the following characteristics is called 

spiritual: (1) created or realized ‘by the spirt’; (2) presented or revealed to the 

spirit, that is ‘for the spirt’; (3) self-consciously recognized as such in (1) and 

(2), and then the value can be predicted on the spirit, that is ‘of the spirit’.” 

(Tang 1967, 188). 

 

Modern Confucian scholars, such as Tang Junyi, further claim that the spiritual 

dimension should be regarded as the most essential aspect of Confucian ethics. 

(Junyi Tang 1967, 191–95). This is because, firstly, all our moral behaviours in daily 

life are created by and originate in the inner nature of human beings. For this reason, 

moral feelings like compassion, shame or guilt can be differentiated from other 
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emotions like hunger or tiredness, because the former come from inner virtue, while 

the latter come from the biological self (Junyi Tang 1967, 189). Secondly, moral 

behaviours can manifest the inner virtue. Thirdly, identifying what should be the 

right thing to do in a concrete situation is not only about obeying a standard rule. It 

is a creative and intentional decision during a process of self-realizing and self-

opening. 

 Thus, there is a spiritual dimension of moral responsibility in Confucian ethics 

which needs to be recognized. The concept of moral responsibility should be 

understood in light of this spiritual aspect, given the latter’s centrality in 

Confucianism.   

 

 (ii) The social dimension of moral responsibility  

As argued above, the spiritual dimension of moral responsibility in Confucianism 

expresses the ultimate goal of searching sagehood in oneself. Hence, Confucian 

ethics is not just about creating a harmonious society. Keeping this in mind, we can 

now have a better understanding of the social dimension of moral responsibility. 

Moral responsibilities to others, especially to other human beings, should be 

understood in light of this spiritual dimension. It starts with the generalization of the 

spiritual dimension, which is called the “universal attainability of Sagehood” (Tang 

1967, 192). 

Since the inner virtue Ren is to be united with Tian (Heaven), in its fullest extent, 

Ren is an all-embracing love. This good nature is shared by all people. Due to this 

“universal attainability of sagehood”, the highest manifestation of one’s own moral 

mind should not stop at realizing this moral mind, but should be extended to enable 

others to attain Ren. In fact, enabling others to achieve their nature is the way to 

cultivate oneself. Thus, to achieve the transformation of self, it is necessary to extend 

Ren to others in this way. So Tang claims:  

 

“the highest teaching of Confucianism is not merely the realization that the sage 

is  
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the same as heaven, but the realization of the universal attainability of sagehood 

for all men and what is implied by that” (Tang 1967, 192). 

 

In other words, since the moral ideal of cultivating one’s inner virtue is shared by all 

men, our goal is not only to cultivate our own virtue, but also to realize the moral 

potential of others, and eventually achieve the universal attainability of sagehood. 

This means that cultivating one’s own virtue and enabling others to realize their inner 

virtue can be universally attained. Therefore, the social meaning of moral 

responsibility to others should be understood as enabling them to achieve their moral 

potential. This includes that we do not infringe upon the process of others’ moral 

cultivation, but also that we positively assist others to achieve their moral 

competences.  

If this interpretation of these two important dimensions in Confucianism is 

correct, we are now ready to reconsider the moral scope of Confucian ethics. When 

we recognize that moral strength originates in one’s inner self, this possibly enables 

us to extend the scope of moral consideration much wider than only to present human 

societies and social relationships.  

5.2.2 The scope of moral responsibility 

Traditionally, Confucianism is often believed to put its focus on the challenge of 

how to be a virtuous person and how to harmonize the interests of presently living 

human beings. This belief may be true for the teachings in the Analects. However, 

in many other Confucian literatures, the scope of moral concern is drawn much wider 

than present human life. For instance, for the Neo-Confucian scholar Zhang Zai 

(1020–1077), Confucian moral ideals look for “the Great Harmony” which includes 

all beings under Heaven and Earth (Chan 1963, 495–507). Later, Modern 

Confucianism also claimed that Confucianism should endorse a wider scope of 

moral concerns. I would like to show in this section that, if the essential meaning of 

Confucianism is the cultivation of one’s moral mind and nature, then the inner virtue 
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Ren, by its nature of unlimitedness, can extend to all beings and to the past and the 

future.   

According to modern Confucian scholars, although Confucianism emphasizes 

the significance of family and closer relationships, this does not mean that our moral 

concerns will only be limited to these circles. In their jointly authored Manifesto for 

a Reappraisal of Sinology and Reconstruction of Chinese Culture, the Modern 

Confucian philosophers pointed to the unlimitedness of Confucianism’s moral 

concern: 

  

“When moral action is about family, the innate moral consciousness includes 

family. When it is about nation, it is includes nation; When it is about the 

universe, about history, or about situations that are related, our inner virtue 

can embrace all of these.” (Zhang et al. 2006, 570) 65
. 

 

Clearly, ultimately the moral mind of Ren in each of us has the potential to embrace 

not only families and friends, but also the nation as a whole and all other things in 

the universe according to these scholars. Tang Junyi further claims  

 

“The essence of our good nature may be said to be jen (Ren), which is love, 

beginning with filial piety, and flowing out as universal love to all men with 

whom we have definite ethical relations, to all the people under Heaven, and 

to all natural things. So, the moral consciousness of jen, in its fullest extent, is 

all-embracing love, which pervades, permeates, and fills Heaven and Earth as 

a whole.” (Tang 1967, 197).  

 

Thus, within human societies there can be responsibilities to other individuals but 

also towards a group of people, such as the family, community, or nation and even 

                                                   
65

 This quotation is the translation of the original text “人之实践的行为及于家庭，则此内在之

觉悟中，涵摄了家庭。及于国家，则此内在之觉悟中，涵摄了国家。及于天下宇宙，及于

历史，及于一切吉凶祸福之环境，我们之内心的觉悟中亦涵摄了此种之一切。” 
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humanity as a whole. And going beyond human societies, we can have 

responsibilities to all beings in the universe. Furthermore, we can also have 

responsibilities to protect our social and cultural heritage. All these responsibilities 

are the response of the moral mind to all others to enable the full realization of their 

nature. How to carry out these responsibilities may vary depending on the type of 

different other, but when we have to make a decision based on the moral mind, 

generally nothing will be excluded (Tang 2005, 151–53).  

The leading followers of Modern Confucianism, such as Tu Weiming and 

Cheng Chung-ying, use the term “inclusive humanism” to describe Confucianism’s 

response to contemporary ecological problems (Cheng 1998; Cheng 1986; Tu 2001; 

Tu 1998). Cheng Chung-ying describes Confucian humanism as an “inclusive 

humanism”, which concerns both the self-development of human beings as well as 

the transformation of Tian (heaven/nature) and all beings. All these transformations 

are interrelated. Humanism in this sense calls for a moral concern towards nature 

and non-human beings in a life-generating harmony (Cheng 1998, 214–19). 

Similarly, Tu Weiming describes Confucian humanism as an inclusive humanism in 

many of his publications ( Tu 1989, 1985a). He claims that Confucian humanism is 

an “anthropocosmic” vision, which entails that the full realization of human virtue 

is an all-embracing process. 

So far, my discussion of the inclusive nature of Confucian humanism has 

mainly showed that non-human beings should be included in our moral concerns. 

But what about beings with whom we are in a relation of spatial and temporal 

distance? In his book The Establishment of the Moral Self, Tang Junyi argues that 

the moral self, which refers to the moral cultivated self, can love all beings in the 

universe, because his/her inner virtue is also the virtue of the Tian (Heaven). It exists 

outside limitations of time and space, and it can embrace all beings without these 

limitations. It is only our physical life which is subject to limitations of time and 

space. According to Tang’s terminology, due to the limitations of our physical body, 

we cannot fulfil all the responsibilities to everything during our lifetime. Certainly, 

we do not have responsibility to save all others. What is most essential is to do the 
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right things, according to the unselfish moral mind, and to extend one’s 

responsibility to problems that one may encounter, under the condition that one has 

the capacities to fulfil these responsibilities. (Tang 1944, 55–60).  

Tu Weiming argues that the inclusive vision of Confucian humanism is 

grounded in the spiritual character of Confucianism, which is mainly expressed by 

the thought “Tianren Heyi” (the unity between Tian and Man). He says: The unity 

between Tian and Man  

 

“implies four inseparable dimensions of the human condition: self, community, 

nature and heaven. The full distinctiveness of each enhances, rather than 

impedes, a harmonious integration of the others. Self as a center of 

relationships establishes its identity by interacting with community variously 

understood, from the family to the global village and beyond.” (Tu 2001, 253). 

 

Thus, according to the Modern Confucian school, the scope of moral 

considerations can be so inclusive mainly because the moral mind Ren is united with 

Tian (Heaven). It can include all beings, human and non-human, regardless of their 

status or our spatial or temporal distance to those beings.  

I believe that this interpretation of Confucianism has an advantage in dealing 

with contemporary issues, especially discussions about intergenerational relations. 

Due to the connection of our moral responsibilities with the concept of the moral 

mind, our moral concerns will not be limited to existing social relationships. This 

interpretation keeps the essence of traditional Confucian moral beliefs, but removes 

those values which are highly attached to a certain historical background. For 

instance, the three cardinal guides (ruler guides subject, father guides son and 

husband guides wife) are historically developed social norms. Each time that we are 

facing novel relationships or problems, moral thinking from the perspective of the 

moral mind and its inner virtue gives us possibilities for developing or reconstructing 

already existing moral values to accommodate those new relationships, so that we 

can make proper moral judgments with respect to these new problems.  
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So far, I have explained the scope of moral concern in my interpretation of 

Confucianism. Although there are possibilities to extend our moral responsibility to 

future generations, existing studies did not directly address the question of future 

generations and do not explicitly confirm in which sense moral responsibilities ought 

to be directly extended to them. In what follows, I will ask how we can explain 

intergenerational relationships, because we are looking for a basis to ground moral 

responsibilities in these intergenerational relationships. 

5.3. LOOKING FOR THE BASIS OF INTERGENERATIONAL 

RELATIONSHIPS (1): THE DO-NO-HARM PRINCIPLE 

The following two sections aim to explore which reasons we might have to accept a 

moral responsibility to future generations. In the existing literature, there are very 

few researchers who have payed specific attention to the Confucian view on moral 

responsibilities to future generations. Lee Shui Chuen is one them. Lee wrote about 

this topic in the context of biotechnological research (Lee 2004) and provides three 

main arguments: 

Firstly, Lee believes that the Confucian “do-no-harm” principle is an adequate 

principle to describe moral experiences in general. In other words, for him, 

protecting someone from harm or doing no harm to someone is the basic feature of 

Confucian moral thinking. To support this argument, he points out that Do-no-harm 

is the most basic moral principle. The golden rule from Confucius requires us not to 

impose what we ourselves do not desire on others (Confucius 1998, Book 12:2). 

Mencius believes that everyone has a natural response that alarms us to the suffering 

of others (Mencius and Lau 2004, 2A:6). By focusing on the Do-no-harm principle 

as the way to understand our moral experience, Lee argues that the scope of 

Confucian moral concern is obviously extended beyond human beings and beyond 

present life. As long as there is a possible harmful situation, the latter will trigger 

compassion and moral actions. ( Lee 2004, 146–49). Lee says, 
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“For Confucians, the moral mind is nothing other than a mind of 

commiserations that responds with alarm to the harms suffered by other beings, 

whether they are human or animals. ”(Lee 2004, 147)  

 

Lee also indicates that a Ren person unites all things in one body and this 

ultimately enables us to feel others’ suffering as our own. This leads us to be 

responsible for the reduction of others’ suffering and accept the do-no-harm as our 

moral imperative ( Lee 2004, 150). 

Secondly, Confucian moral thinking and the “Do-no-harm” principle should 

support the acceptance of moral responsibilities to future generations, because the 

moral judgment is based on whether the bearer of responsibility can extend his/her 

moral mind to others. It does not require the moral status of the others or other 

preconditions to justify this responsibility. Thus, he argues that the concept of 

beneficence and do-no-harm are proper terms to understand the responsibilities 

toward non-human beings and non-existing beings (Lee 2004, 146). Lee insists that 

the concept of harm in Confucianism is judged by one’s moral mind, which 

originally is the compassion toward the suffering of others. In other words, whether 

certain actions are harmful or whether certain actions should be undertaken is 

evaluated by one’s moral mind. He explains that from the Confucian point of view 

the moral experience of a person with inner virtue Ren can be understood as a 

“feeling of commiseration” or compassion toward the suffering of others. This is 

fundamentally the response from the inner virtue which is united to the Heaven and 

Earth. As a result, our moral experience commands us to reduce the suffering of all 

living beings. Do no harm to others is a “primordial moral imperative” (Lee 2004, 

150). Thus, he believes that this moral principle could provide us with a different 

perspective to understand intergenerational relationships. If moral decisions are 

evaluated from one’s moral mind, it is morally relevant to think of future generations 

who would live in conditions of suffering. What is not morally relevant is whether 
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they are already existing, or whether this harm is person-affecting
66

. Thus, this 

feature enables Confucianism to escape from the theoretical challenges of the non-

existence and non-identity problems which have been raised in Western philosophy 

(Lee 2004, 147–49). 

Thirdly, Lee also argues that when it comes to moral concerns for future 

generations, for Confucians this should include not only future human beings, but 

also other species under Heaven and on Earth (Lee 2004, 155).  

I partly agree with these observations. Lee’s claim that the “do-no-harm” 

principle and the moral decisions made on the basis of this principle fundamentally 

come from one’s moral mind is closely related to the basic belief from Modern 

Confucianism that I have explained above. A moral decision is basically a natural 

response to the moral mind. It is the natural response to another person’s suffering. 

The suffering itself already carries moral weight. From this point of view, we could 

regard Lee’s approach as directly using the golden rule to justify intergenerational 

moral responsibilities.  

I also agree with Lee that the concept of future generations in Confucian moral 

thinking should include more than just human beings. All other beings under Heaven 

and on Earth and the whole environment should be included as well. Because 

Confucianism is fundamentally an inclusive humanism, nothing should be excluded 

by the moral mind. Moreover, in the Confucian view of nature as an organic system, 

                                                   
66

  The non-identity problem of intergenerational moral responsibility was already discussed in 

section 2.5. 
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nothing can stand alone (i.e. without connection with others) and nothing should be 

excluded from moral concern
67

.  

However, there are also some problems inherent to his argument. It may be 

correct to use the Do-no-harm principle as a translation of the golden rule and argue 

that this moral principle can be extended to future generations, once we may possibly 

harm them by our current actions. However, this simple extension of the golden rule 

cannot provide us with a complete explanation of how the present and the future are 

related. Because it does not fully explain why, according to Confucianism, future 

world and future humanity is desirable. Therefore, it is misleading to use this 

principle to explain the basis of intergenerational relationships. There should be a 

higher ideal to explain our relationship with the future, and that ideal is the Heavenly 

virtue of “ShengSheng” (endless life-generation) that we will discuss in the next 

section. Without an explanation of “ShengSheng” and its relationship with the inner 

virtue Ren, the investigation of intergenerational relationships will remain unclear 

on why the future is desirable and why it is morally relevant to our present life. In 

addition, since Confucianism takes future generations to be all beings in the future 

(not only human beings), the Do-no-harm principle can also not explain whether, 

and for what reason, our moral responsibilities to future humanity and to future non-

human beings differ.   

Finally, the Do-no-harm principle is only one of the expressions of the inner 

moral mind. There can also be higher responsibilities beyond no-harm. For example, 

in some circumstances, responsibilities to “enlarge others” or “love others” are 

                                                   
67

  This does not mean that the moral responsibilities towards all beings are equal. In a later 

discussion in this chapter, I will show generally how our moral concerns to all beings are related 

to their realization of their own nature of ShengSheng (endless life-generation). The ways in which 

to actualize their nature are different; thus, our responsibilities to them would be different as well. 

For instance, the endless life-generation of a tree can be understood as continuously generating 

new leaves and the growth of a stronger trunk. Thus, to enable or assist a tree realizing its nature 

is to protect this continuous growth. However, this differs from the moral concerns to human beings. 

In later sections I argue that the nature of the ShengSheng of all beings is united with the nature of 

Ren. Thus, human beings not only aim to continue the ongoing development of humanity, but also 

able to assist other beings to realize their nature as a Ren person. Thus, our moral concerns to 

human beings are different from the ones to trees or to animals. The difference lies in our 

responsibilities to other people to enable them to be a Ren person. 
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important. Since the Do-no-harm principle cannot fully cover this primary feature of 

Confucian moral thinking, it cannot be regarded as the essential foundation of 

intergenerational relationships.  

In sum, I believe that although Do-no-harm is one of the important moral 

principles in Confucianism, this principle alone cannot provide us with a full 

understanding of intergenerational relationships in Confucian ethics.  

5.4. LOOKING FOR THE BASIS OF INTERGENERATIONAL 

RELATIONSHIPS (2): SHENGSHENG 

In the last section I have argued that there should be a higher ideal and virtue than 

the Do-no-harm principle as the basis to explain intergenerational relationships and 

moral responsibilities to future generations. This section aims to explain the meaning 

of “Shengsheng” (生生 ceaseless life-generation) and its relation with the central 

term “Ren”. It argues that Shengsheng is the way of Tian (Heaven) and the purpose 

and virtue of all beings. Due to the unity between the way of Tian (Heaven) and the 

way of Humanity, Ren and ShengSheng are fundamentally united. Shengsheng is 

the virtue of all beings, i.e. including human and non-human beings. The cultivation 

of Ren is the particular way of human being to express the virtue of “ShengSheng”. 

Such relationships between Tian (Heaven) and man, Shengsheng and Ren set up the 

basic guidelines for us to understand intergenerational relationships. Following these 

guidelines, the meaning of our moral responsibilities to future generations will be 

explored.  

5.4.1 Shengsheng (ceaseless life-generation) is the virtue of the Heaven and 

Earth and all beings 

In modern Chinese, “Sheng” (生) can be used as a verb, which often means “to grow”，

“give birth to” or “generate”. It can also be used as a noun. The translation of Sheng 

as a noun can be “living”, “existence” and “life”.  In the context of Confucian 
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literature, this term has been translated as the verb “to produce”
68

 or “to generate”
69

. 

In The Book of Change, Sheng is the virtue of Heaven and Earth:  

 

“[…] the great characteristic of Heaven and Earth is to produce (Sheng). (The 

Book of Change, Appended Remarks Part 2 Chapter 1)
70

.  

 

“Sheng” in Confucian literature is often used as the abbreviation of 

“Shengsheng”. Liu Zeliang correctly points out that in The Book of Change this term 

basically has two meanings, which combine “Sheng” as a verb and as a noun, 

depending on the order in which they are put. When the first Sheng refers to a verb 

and the latter one to a noun, then the combination of both in this order (verb+noun) 

refers to the universe generating the life of all beings. But when Sheng as a noun is 

put in the front of the expression (noun+verb), the combination means that all beings 

develop together and contribute to the total harmony of the universe (Liu 1996, 57). 

In this section I will defend these two-interrelated meanings of the virtue 

“ShengSheng”: the meaning of “ShengSheng” (life-generation) implies that it is not 

only the virtue and the way of Heaven and Earth, it is also the virtue and nature of 

all beings.  

 

(i) Shengsheng (ceaseless life-generation) is the virtue of Heaven and Earth  

Chapter 4 showed that the essential meaning of Confucian philosophy is the self-

transformation and the realization of human virtue. Tian (Heaven/Universe) and Di 

(Earth) are the necessary background of this human transformation, because Di 

(Earth) is the place which sets the material conditions for human existence, and Tian 

(Heaven/Universe) is the originator and the generative force of life and virtue.  In 

many cases, when Confucians talk about Heaven and Earth in the classical literature, 

                                                   
68

 In Chan Wing-tsit’s translation The Book of Change says “… the great characteristic of Heaven 

and Earth is to produce. (The Book of Change, Appended Remarks Part 2 Chapter 1) (Chan 1963, 

268) The original text “天地之大德曰生”. 
69

 This translation is according Yao Xinzhong (Yao 2014, 575). 
70

 Translation from Chan, Wing-tsit. (Chan 1963, 268) The original text is “天地之大德曰生“ 
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Tian Di is also called Qian kun (乾坤 also Ch’ien K’un ). This term combines two 

concepts: Qian refers to Heaven and Kun is Earth. In Confucian teachings, it is often 

stated that all beings obtain their life from Heaven, and Heaven is also the origin of 

morality (Yao 2014, 575, 2000, 139–52). This claim can be found, for instance, in 

the Confucian classic The Book of Change, which says: 

  

“Great is Ch’ien, the originator! All things obtain their beginning from it. It 

unites and commands all things under heaven. The clouds move and the rain is 

distributed, and the various things are evolving in their respective forms.” (The 

Book of Change, Hexagram No.1)
71

 

 

Unlike Tian (Heaven), Di (Earth) is where all the life-generating processes take place. 

In The Book of Change, this difference between Heaven and Earth is described as 

follows:  

 

“Heaven is high, the earth is low, and thus Ch’ien (Heaven) and K’un (Earth) 

are fixed. As high and low are thus made clear, the honorable and the humble 

have their places accordingly […] (All beings) In heavens, forms (heavenly 

bodies) appear and on Earth shapes (creatures) occur. In them (Heaven and 

Earth) change and transformation can be seen.[…]Ch’ien (Heaven) knows the 

great beginning, and K’un (Earth) acts to bring things to completion. ” (The 

Book of Change, Appended Remarks Part 1 Chapter 1)
72

  

 

Tian (Heaven) is the origin of all beings and sets the course of their development, 

according to the Way of Heaven (Tiandao, 天道), while Earth provides conditions 

and places to complete the development of all beings.  

                                                   
71

 Translation from Chan. (Chan 1963, 263) The original text is “大哉乾元，万物资治，乃统天。

云行雨施，品物流形” 
72

 Translation from Chan. (Chan 1963, 265) The original text is “天尊地卑，乾坤定矣。卑高以

陈，贵贱位矣。…在天成象，在地成形。…乾知大始，坤做成物。” 
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In Confucianism, the way of Tian (Heaven) is often described as a ceaseless 

life- generating process of all beings. This view originates in ancient Confucianism. 

A popular phrase from The Book of Change says: 

  

“[…] the great characteristic of Heaven and Earth is to produce (Sheng). (The 

Book of Change, Appended Remarks Part 2 Chapter 1)
73

.  

 

In the Analects, Confucius mentioned that although Tian does not speak, the Way of 

Tian is expressed as the ongoing development of all things: 

 

“What does Heaven ever say? Yet there are the four seasons going round and 

there are hundred things coming into being. What does Heaven ever say？” 

(Confucius, Book 17:19)
74

  

 

We will use the concept of “ShengSheng” (生生) to represent this great virtue of 

Tian (Heaven), namely the virtue of endless ongoing development.  

This characteristic of Tian (Heaven) is well developed in Neo-Confucianism. 

For instance, the Neo-Confucians Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao explicitly point out that 

endless change is the substance of Heaven. Changes in the universe are life-giving 

processes. And this so-called “principle of life-generation” or the “spirits of life-

generation” is the goodness of the universe and the Way of Tian (Heaven). Chan 

Wing-tsit, in his commentaries on these two philosophers’ works, says that their 

emphasis on Tian (Heaven) as an unceasing life-giving process provides Neo-

Confucianism with a distinctive character. This view also lays bare the fundamental 

difference between Confucianism and Buddhism. Confucianism appeals to “a 

continuous process of production, creation and growth”, while Buddhism establishes 

its theories on the basis of the concepts of annihilation and cycles (W. Chan 1963, 

                                                   
73

 Translation from Chan, Wing-tsit. (Chan 1963, 268) The original text is “天地之大德曰生“ 
74

 Translation from Lau (Confucius 1998)  The original text is 孔子说：“天何言哉，四时行

焉，百物生焉,天何言哉？” 
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533). Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao’s view on the Shengsheng of Heaven can be found 

in the following passages:  

    

“The operations of Tian (Heaven, nature) have neither sound nor smell. Their 

substance is called Change; their principle (is called) the Way; and their 

function (is called) spirit. What Heaven imparts to man is called nature. To 

follow the law of our nature is called the Way (Tao). Cultivation according to 

the Way is called education.” (Chan 1963, 527, Cheng, I–shu, 1:3a–b)
75

  

 

According to Cheng’s understanding of the famous phrase in The Book of Change 

“Change means production and reproduction”
76

, the Way of Tian (Heaven) is 

continuous life-giving: 

 

“This is how Tian becomes the Way. To Heaven, the Way is merely to give life. 

What follows from this principle of life-giving is good. Goodness involves the 

idea of origination, for origination is the chief quality of goodness. All things 

have the impulse of spring (spirit of growth) and this is goodness resulting from 

the principle of life.” (Chan 1963, 532, Cheng, I–shu, 2A:12b)
77

 

 

In addition, according to Cheng’s reading of the virtue of ShengSheng, the Way of 

Tian (Heaven) is not only about continuous life-giving. It is also expressed in 

                                                   
75

 This translation is based on the translation of Chan with my revision (W. Chan 1963, 527). The 

original text is “盖‘上天之载，无声无臭’，其体则谓之易，其理则谓之道，其用则谓之神，

其命于人则谓之性，率性则谓之道，修道则谓之教。” 
76

 The Chinese text is “生生之谓易” 《易经.系辞上》第五章。This phrase is from The Book of 

Change Changes, Appended Remarks, Chapter 5.  
77 This translation is based on the translation of Chan (W. Chan 1963, 532). The original text is 

“ 生生之谓易，是天之所以道也。天只是以为生为道，继此生理者，即是善也。善便是有

一个元底意思。元者善之长，万物皆有春意，便是继之者善也。” 
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assisting all beings to realize their own nature. This is based on the reading of another 

phrase from The Book of Change: “That which realizes it is the individual nature.”
78

: 

 

“Realization is possible only when the myriad things fully realize their own 

nature.”( Chan 1963, 532, Cheng, I–shu, 2A:12b)
79

 

 

In these quotes, Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao point out that endless change is the 

substance of Tian. Endless change means production and reproduction. This is the 

virtue and goodness of Tian (Heaven). Providing assistance for all beings to realize 

their own nature is the Way of Heaven.  

This belief in Tian (Heaven) as a life-generating process is also confirmed by 

many Modern Confucian philosophers, such as Tang junyi, Fang Dongmei and Tu 

Weiming. In their studies they not only agree that the most distinctive feature of 

Confucian cosmology is that Tian is an endless “spontaneously self-generating life 

process”, they also point to some basic features of Confucian cosmology which are 

implied by this nature. Firstly, the universe is a dynamic and infinite realm of the 

universal flux of life, as described in the classical literature (Tang 2005, 57–85; Tu 

1998; Tu 1985a, 68; Fang 1980, 33). Fang says that the Confucian world-view in 

general is a “universal organicism”, where all beings in the universe have their life 

force, even inanimate objects like a stone (Fang 1980, 30). 

Secondly, the transformation of the universe and all things in it is a creative 

process. The universe according to Confucian philosophers is not merely a 

mechanical field, but a creative realm of “universal life”. It is a creative process as 

the result of the reciprocal interactions between all beings (Tang 2005, 66–67). Thus, 

the development of each being is not only a simple repetition of the past, nor a 

development according to some fixed fate. It is a creative process to “form a mutually 

                                                   
78

 The Chinese text is “成之者性也” 《易经.系辞上》第五章。This phrase is from The Book of 

Change Changes, Appended Remarks, Chapter 5.  
79

 This translation is based on the translation of Chan (W. Chan 1963, 532). The original text is 

“成之者性也，成却待他万物自成其性须得。” 
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enriching or mutually strengthening relationship among things contributing to the 

total unity and harmony of things in reality” (Tu 1998, 215).  

Thirdly, the most important point is that the endless life-giving process is 

believed to be the virtue and supreme good of the universe. Thus, the natural life-

generating process in Confucian philosophy possesses a moral meaning. Fang claims 

that this is why the universe in Confucianism is both a materially but also a spiritually 

governed organism, which is filled with a moral and an aesthetic meaning. The 

universe “is both an active field of moral good and the ideal realm of precious 

beauty”, because there is a supreme good (the constant life-generating process) in 

the universe (Fang 1980, 41–43). Mou Zongsan believes that the universe in 

Confucianism possesses virtue and the endless life force creativity. This makes 

Confucianism different from the view which believes that there is a clear division 

between humanity and the natural world. Instead, because of this endless and 

connected life force in the universe, it determines Confucianism as a holistic world 

view which recognizes the connection to humanity as one part of the great 

transformation of the universe. He adds to this that Tian is supreme in Confucianism 

because “Tian moves in its own ways, it is so profound and ceaseless”
80

(Mou 1997, 

24–31). 

 

(ii) Shengsheng (ceaseless life-generation) is the purpose and virtue of all beings 

So far, we have seen that the endless life-generation is the most significant 

characteristic and the most fundamental virtue of Tian (Heaven). Now I want to show 

that it is also the purpose and the nature of all beings under Heaven and Earth, 

including all human beings. In fact, the claim that Sheng is the nature of all beings 

has become more popular since the works of the Confucian philosophers in the Song-

Ming dynasty. Zhu Xi (1130—1200) points out that there is a virtue that is shared 

by all beings (including human beings), which is “Shengsheng”. He says: 

  

                                                   
80

 This phrase comes from The Book of Poetry “唯天之命，于穆不已”. 
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“Heaven and Earth have no other business except to have the mind
81

 to 

produce things. The material force of one origin (the Great Ultimate including 

principle and material force) revolves and circulates without a moment of rest, 

doing nothing except creating the myriad things […] Heaven and Earth reach 

all things with this mind. When man receives it, it then becomes the human mind 

(virtue). When things receive it, it becomes the mind of things (in general). And 

when grass, trees, birds, animals receive it, it becomes the mind of grass, trees, 

birds, and animals. All of these are simply the one mind of Heaven and Earth” 

(Chan 1963, 642-643, Zhu Xi, 49:23b-24a)
82

  

 

According to him, “Shengsheng” is the virtue of Heaven and Earth. Heaven and 

Earth reach all beings with this virtue. Thus, Shengsheng becomes the virtue of 

human beings as well as the virtue of all other beings.   

Contemporary philosophers widely accept the role of “ShengSheng” as the 

central virtue and the purpose of all things. For instance, Liang Shuming claims that 

“ShengSheng” is the virtue and desire of all beings and is the most fundamental term 

to understand the whole picture of Confucianism. He writes: 

 

“Sheng is the most significant thought of Confucianism. Understand that this 

term could let us know all other sayings in Confucianism. Confucianism is 

nothing else but to produce and develop (Sheng) continuously and vivaciously 

according to the way of nature. Confucius believe the universe always keeps 

producing and growing. It is the desire of all beings and the universe endorses 

it.” (Liang 2005, 448) 

 

                                                   
81

  Xin (心, the mind) , Modern Confucian translated as mind and heart. 
82

 This translation is based on the study of Chan with my emphasis (Chan 1963, 642–43). The 

original text is “天地别无勾当，只是以生物为心。一元之气，运转流通，略无停间，只是生

出许多万物而已[…]天地以此心普及万物，人得之，遂为人之心；物得之，遂为物之心；草

木禽兽接著，遂为草木禽兽之心，只是一个天地之心尔。” 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 179PDF page: 179PDF page: 179PDF page: 179

Chapter 5: Virtue-based Responsibility to Future Generations 

169 

 

Similarly, Tang Junyi also emphasizes that the endless life-generating principle is 

the principle of Tian (Heaven), and agrees that it is shared by all beings. So, it is also 

the Way of all beings.  

 

5.4.2 The unity between Tian and Man determines the unity between 

Shengsheng and Ren 

Since “ShengSheng” is believed to be the purpose and the virtue of all beings, one 

may wonder how we should relate it to the concept of inner virtue Ren. In the last 

chapter I pointed out that, according to Modern Confucianism, Ren 

(humaneness/benevolence), as the mind and nature (xinxing 心性) of human beings, 

is the central concept of Confucian ethics. It is endowed from Tian (Heaven) to 

human beings. This section aims to explain the relationships between these two 

concepts, Shengsheng and Ren. In this section I will provide two main arguments. I 

will first argue that the primary meaning of “the unity between Tian and man” 

(Tianren heyi) is that the Way of Heaven and the Way of Humanity are united. Based 

on this argument, I will further argue that Shengsheng as the Way of Heaven and 

Ren as the Way of Humanity are fundamentally united.  

 

(i) The primary meaning of “the unity between Tian and Man” is the unity 

between the Way of Tian and the Way of Humanity 

In Chapter 4 I explained that Tianren Heyi (天人合一, The unity between Tian and 

Man) is believed to be the theoretical foundation of Modern Confucianism. Because 

of this, Modern Confucians argue that Confucian moral theory goes far beyond 

merely interpersonal social relationships. Namely, Tian is the moral source of human 

nature and the virtue “Ren”. The process of personal development is meant to realize 

the idea that human nature is united with Tian. However, this is not the only 

interpretation of this principle. Since the Confucian scholar Qian Mu addressed the 
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significance of this principle in his last work (Qian 1991), a lively debate among 

Confucian philosophers about its significance and interpretation has ensued. 

Especially in the context of discussions about Confucianism’s environmental views, 

the unity between Tian and Man has often been understood as referring to the 

harmony between nature and human beings. This idea has been used as a significant 

contribution to contemporary environmental philosophy. In what follows, I 

summarize three main ways to explain how the unity is described in recent 

literature
83

: 

(1) There are philosophers who believe that “Tian” in “Tianren Heyi” mainly 

refers to physical nature. Thus, the unity between Tian and Man mainly means the 

harmony between nature and human beings. They argue that the expression 

represents a holistic view of nature in Chinese thought and its respectful attitude 

towards nature. For instance, Ji Xianlin explains that although Chinese philosophy 

recognizes the unique role of human beings, they are inseparable from the natural 

system as a whole (Ji 1997b, 82–82). Thus, Chinese traditional thought could play a 

significant role in facing the environmental crisis because “Tianren Heyi” (the unity 

between Tian and man) as the fundamental feature of Chinese thought sees that 

nature exists not merely for human purposes, but instead calls for establishing 

harmony between nature and human beings (Chen 1994; Ji 1997b, 1997a). 

(2) However, there are many criticisms regarding this interpretation, which 

argues that “the unity between Tian and man” in Confucianism refers to something 

totally different. Its original meaning has nothing to do with the relation between 

humans and physical nature. Instead, these philosophers insist that the relationship 

between “Tian” and Man in the Confucian tradition means to set a metaphysical 

foundation for its moral theory (Gao 1995; luo 1994). Although they admit that Tian 

in the Chinese language and in Confucian classics includes the meaning of nature, 

                                                   
83

 In this discussion, I exclude the mysticism related interpretation, which believes that Tian is 

mainly the god and ghost world. Historically, this view was adopted by some Confucian 

philosophers, for instance by Dong Zhongshu (179BC--104BC) from the Han dynasty. However, 

on the whole this view is less conventional in Confucianism. Yu Yingshi argues that it was mainly 

dominant in ancient Chinese culture before the age of Confucius and Mencius.  (Yu 2014). 
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in “Tianren Heyi”, “Tian” should be understood as the abbreviation of Tian Ming 

(the mandate of Heaven, 天命) or Tian Dao (The Way of Heaven, 天道), or Tian 

Xin (the virtue of Heaven, 天心). Thus, the unity between Tian and man primarily 

indicates, as we have argued in previous chapter, that the Way of Tian and the Way 

of Humanity are fundamentally one; that human virtue and mind and the virtue of 

Tian are fundamentally one. This original meaning necessarily implies a harmony 

between nature and humans. But they believe that this is not the correct interpretation 

of “Tianren Heyi” itself. 

(3) A third interpretation, defended by a large number of philosophers, holds 

that the previous two interpretations are not mutually exclusive but are both correct 

at the same time. It holds that “Tianren Heyi” combines two equally important 

dimensions, namely the unity with physical nature and the unity with the virtue of 

Heaven. For example, Wing-tsit Chan argues that Tianren Heyi includes the meaning 

of the unity between the Way of Tian (Heaven) and the Way of Humanity, as well 

as the harmony between nature and human (Chan 1963, 108). Ralph Weber argues 

that Tian in “Tianren Heyi” is not only the abbreviation of Heaven and Earth, but 

also includes all things. Yao Xinzhong in his study also suggests that Tianren Heyi 

consists of two different yet related meanings. Yao says in this analysis of “Tianren 

Heyi” that the word “Tian” in this phrase represents a multidimensional meaning. 

Similar to the second approach, Tian is meant to be the “ultimate being” as the source 

of human virtue. At the same time, it can also represent “nature” as the “necessary 

circumstances and material conditions for human living and acting”, Thus for him, 

the unity between tian and man can provide both ethical and ecological norms, and 

this belief is shared by many other philosophers (Yao 2014; Meng 2004; Chan 1963; 

Weber 2005). 

My understanding of “Tianren Heyi” is closely related to this third approach. 

However, I believe that the two main interpretations which it includes are not equally 

important. From my point of view, the primary meaning of “Tianren Heyi” is that 

the Way of Heaven and the Way of Humanity are united. This also means that 

Heaven and humanity share the same fundamental virtue. The shared virtues 
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between Heaven and Man are the virtue of Shengsheng and the inner virtue Ren
84

. 

In Confucian classics, many discussions about the relationships between Tian and 

Man defend the unity of virtue. This connection is addressed by Mencius: 

  

“For a man to give full realization to his heart is for him to understand his 

nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven. By retaining 

his heart and nurturing his nature he is serving Heaven.” (Mencius, 7A1)
85

.  

 

For Modern Confucianism, the essential role of moral mind and nature (Xinxing, 心

性) in Confucianism is grounded on the same virtue between Tian (Heaven) and Man. 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, this connection between the virtue of Tian (Heaven) and 

Man is the root of Confucian ethics. Many other Confucian classics also confirm this 

connection. The Doctrine of Mean mentions that human nature comes from Tian 

(Heaven): “What Tian imparts to man is called human nature. To follow our nature 

is called the Way (Dao).” ( Chan 1963, 98, The Doctrine of Mean, chapter 1). The 

Book of Changes mentions that the virtuous person integrates his virtue with the 

virtue of Heaven and Earth: “The character of the great man is identical with that of 

Heaven and Earth”
86

. This connection is further developed by Neo-Confucianism 

during the Song-Ming dynasty. The Confucian philosopher Zhang Zai pointed out 

that the Way of Tian (Heaven) is the Way of Humanity. The Way of Heaven and the 

virtue of Man are fundamentally one thing. He says, “sagehood means absolute 

sincerity forming a unity with Heaven” (Chan 1963, 505). In other words, to be a 

virtuous man is to be true to one’s nature which is a unity with Heaven. He also says 

that there is no distinction between the Way of Heaven and the Way of Humanity: 

 

                                                   
84

 In the next section, I will explain that the virtue of Shengsheng and Ren are fundamentally united.  
85

 Translated by Lau. (Mencius 1984, 265). The original text is “尽其心者，知其性也。知其性，

则知天矣。存其心，养其性，所以事天也。”《孟子：尽心上，1》 
86

 Translated by Chan (W. Chan 1963, 264) from the original text “夫大人与天地合其德” 《周

易.传》 
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“When the Way of Heaven and the nature of man function separately, there 

cannot be sincerity. […] What is meant by enlightenment resulting from 

sincerity is that in which there is no distinction between the Way of Heaven as 

being great and the nature of man as being small.” (Chan 1963, 507) 

 

“The innate ability endowed by Heaven is fundamentally my own innate ability.” 

(Chan 1963, 509)  

 

The two Cheng brothers (Cheng Hao and Cheng Yi) further claim that there is even 

no need to say the “unity” between the Way of Heaven and the Way of Humanity, 

because they are fundamentally one thing. They point out that “Man and Heaven and 

Earth are one thing.” Moreover, they also state: “The mind of one man is one with 

the mind of Heaven and Earth.” (Chan 1963, 539;551) Thus, although “Tian” also 

has the meaning of physical nature, the primary interpretation of the unity between 

Tian (Heaven) and Man should focus on this connection of their shared virtue.  

 

(ii) The unity between Ren and ShengSheng 

Since the primary meaning of “the unity between Tian and Man” should be the unity 

of virtue and the unity between the Way of Heaven and The Way of Humanity, the 

virtues of ShengSheng (life-generation) as the Way of Heaven, and Ren 

(humaneness/benevolence) as the Way of Humanity are therefore united. In fact, 

since the Song-Ming dynasty, it has become more popular to explain the meaning of 

Ren and the aim of Ren by using the term “Sheng”. As Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao 

say:  

 

“The feeling of commiseration is the principle of production (Sheng) in man”
87

. 

 

                                                   
87

 This translation is from Chan,Wing-tsit (Chan 1963, 569) according to the following text  “恻

隐之心，人之生道也”二程（卷二十一下，二页上半） 
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Because of the unity between Sheng and Ren, Ren is used as the particular way 

to express the virtue of Sheng in human beings. Having this virtue distinguishes us 

from non-human beings, in the sense that human beings do not only care about their 

own life-generation, but are also responsible, as Heaven and Earth are, for supporting 

and assisting others to realize the virtue of Sheng. This explains the special status 

and the special responsibilities of human beings. Human beings work with Heaven 

and Earth to support the Sheng of all beings, as well as the universe as a whole. The 

role of human beings is, therefore, unique and crucial in the endless life-generating 

universe. Human beings not only receive the virtue of life-generation from Tian to 

appreciate and maintain the continuity of the universe. More importantly, they are 

entitled the capacities and possibilities of doing what Tian (Heaven) would do, 

namely nourishing and assisting other living beings in growing and continuing their 

life-generating process. Therefore, unlike Lee’s argument about the “Do-no-harm” 

principle as the best way to understand Confucian moral thinking, I suggest that the 

meaning of our responsibilities to (human and non-human) others, is to allow or 

assist their life-generating process and thereby to achieve the virtue of Shengsheng.  

Following all of these arguments, let us now come back to the phrase in The 

Doctrine of Mean where the responsibilities of human beings are indicated:  

 

“Only those who are absolutely true (to one’s nature and mind) can fully 

develop their nature. If they can fully develop their nature, they can then fully 

develop the nature of others. If they can fully develop the nature of others, they 

can fully develop the nature of things. If they can fully develop the nature of 

things, they can then assist in the transforming and nourishing process of 

Heaven and Earth, they can thus form a trinity with Heaven and Earth.”
88

 (The 

Doctrine of Mean, chapter 22) (Chan 1963, 107–8)  

 

                                                   
88

 This translation is from Chan (W. Chan 1963, 107–8) according to the following text. “ 唯天

下至诚，为能尽其性；能尽其性，则能尽人至性；能尽人之性，则能尽物之性；能尽物之

性，则可以赞天地之化育；可以赞天地之化育，则可以与天地参矣。” 
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Thus, due to the relationship between the virtues of Ren and ShengSheng, to be true 

to the inner virtue Ren is to preserve and realize the life-generating virtue of 

ShengSheng, by nourishing and transfroming the life-generating process of Heaven 

and Earth and all beings.  

5.4.3 ShengSheng as the basis of intergenerational relationships 

After this general explanation of the concept of ShengSheng, we can now show how 

it can provide a proper explanation of intergenerational relationships from a 

Confucian point of view.  

Let us first only consider intergenerational relationships within human society. 

Past generations, future generations and present generations live at different stages 

in time. But no matter when we live, the common goal of all human beings according 

to Confucianism is to realize our moral competence. This is a process of inward 

searching in oneself and outwardly extending Ren to others. Due to the universal 

attainability of Ren, to be Ren to others means allowing and assisting them to do the 

same as I do to others. Thus, our moral responsibility to other persons is to enable 

their moral competence, namely the competence to be Ren to their others89.  

Due to the limitedness of the inner virtue Ren, it has the potential to include 

others into moral consideration regardless of spatial or temporal distance. Although 

Confucian scholars admit that the physical body has limitations, and that it limits our 

capacities to be responsible to everything, there are no clear and set boundaries to 

exclude anyone. Thus, cross-generational moral responsibilities to other persons are 

not different in kind from extensions of our moral responsibilities to all presently 

living persons. Intergenerational relationships are established on the ideal of 

realizing the inner virtue Ren, which is the particular way of achieving the virtue of 

ShengSheng. 

                                                   
89 Elsewhere, we have explained that this repetition of responsibilities among human beings is 

also a cross-cultural structure (Bos and Teng, forthcoming). 
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When it comes to future generations, on the one hand, our moral responsibilities 

can be extended to the non-existent future because responsibilities are generated 

from the inner moral mind. Imagining that future generations will suffer or will be 

unable to realize their nature, will generate compassions or unbearable feelings and 

moral responsibilities to save them from these conditions can be generated as a true 

response to the moral mind. In the justification of moral responsibility, there is not a 

precondition (such as the moral status, legitimate rights, or the existence of others) 

to restrict who can be the receiver of the responsibility. No matter who will exist in 

the future, once we can generate moral feelings to them, moral responsibilities can 

be formed. Thus, in this way, Confucianism does not have to face the same obstacles 

of the non-existent problem and the non-identity problem as human rights theory 

does.   

On the other hand, the intergenerational relationship is related to our 

responsibility to maintain the endless life-generating of the universe as a whole. 

Because Sheng as the Way of Heaven and Earth is united with the Way of Humanity, 

the Way of Heaven and Earth is to produce and nourish all beings and to maintain 

the endless development of the universe. 

In brief, this section indicates that the central term that should be used in 

thinking about intergenerational relationships is the virtue of “ShengSheng” (the 

endless life-generation). The meaning of this virtue shows that the ceaseless life-

generating process is the goal of the universe as well as of all beings in the universe. 

Accordingly, moral responsibilities to others (including other beings) are 

fundamentally focused on enabling others to achieve this common goal. Thus, so far, 

I have argued that the scope of moral consideration needs to be extended to future 

generations, and that there are sufficient reasons to justify that we are responsible 

for their well-being. The next question I will address is what exactly we should do 

for future generations according to the Confucian tradition. 
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5.5 WHAT DO WE OWE TO FUTURE GENERATIONS?   

 

This section attempts to further investigate the concrete meaning of responsibilities 

to future generations. The answer to this question should be established on the basis 

of a general discussion of what we should do to fulfil our responsibilities to others. 

Thus, the first task of this section is to examine whether Confucian teachings address 

the question what should be provided to enable the realization of one’s nature 

(section 5.5.1 and 5.5.2). Based on these general guidelines, section 5.5.3 attempts 

to address the question of what we owe to future generations, especially against the 

background of climate change.  

5.5.1 Content of extending Ren (humaneness/benevolence) to all people  

There are various examples in Confucian teachings which show what one should do 

to extend Ren to others. Mencius distinguishes three forms of extending Ren to 

others: showing affection to families, humaneness to all people, and love to all 

creatures (Mencius and Lau 2004, 7A: 45). Among these three types of 

responsibilities, the two last types could shed light on what should be protected for 

future generations. Thus, in what follows, I will further elaborate the meaning of 

these two types. Although I will not explain further what to do to show affection to 

families, it is worth noting that the responsibilities in closer relationships provide the 

necessary learning process for developing one’s moral mind. What we should do to 

extend Ren to all people and to all creatures is to follow this moral mind and apply 

it to other relationships (Mencius and Lau 2004, 7A:15).  

Now let us first examine the meaning of extending humaneness to all people 

(Renmin,仁民). The contemporary philosopher Cai Renhou shows that there are 

three important aspects to understanding this, according to the teaching of Mencius 

(Cai 2009, 166). The first aspect considers that humaneness to all people is the 

extension of affections in closer relationships. The second aspect indicates how 

benevolent rulers or governors should protect their people. The third aspect indicates 
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extending the same moral consideration of the first aspect to all people in the world. 

Because the last aspect is the extension of the first two aspects, in the following 

discussion I will elaborate on these three aspects of Mencius, with a focus on the 

first two. 

 According to the first aspect, one can be humane to others by mimicking what 

one would do to fulfill one’s responsibilities to one’s family. Mencius says: 

  

“Treat the aged of your own family in a manner befitting their venerable age 

and extend this treatment to the aged of other families; treat your own young in 

a manner befitting their tender age and extend this to the young of other families, 

[…] all you have to do is take this very heart here and apply it to what is over 

there. Hence one who extends his bounty can tend those within Four Seas
90

; one 

who does not cannot tend even his own family. There is just one thing in which 

the ancients greatly surpassed others, and that is the way they extended what 

they did.”
91

 (Mencius and Lau 2004, 1A:7). 

 

In other words, Mencius maintains that by knowing how to extend Ren to those with 

whom one stands in a close, familial, relationship, one also knows how to be humane 

to all people. It is a matter of extending the same moral mind to an infinite number 

of others. The quotation above is taken from a conversation between Mencius and 

King Hsuan of Chi (齐宣王) about how to become a true King. Thus, for Mencius, 

to be humane as a ruler in political regimes also starts from extending the same moral 

mind within families to all people.  

This already brings me to the second aspect: how benevolent rulers or governors 

should protect their people. Mencius tries to explain what it is to be humane to all 

people, by showing how people should be treated by a humane ruler. The 

requirements he describes all concern the question as to what should be protected or 

                                                   
90

 Four Seas (四海) in Chinese often refers to the whole world.  
91

 This is Lau’s Translation from this text: “老吾老，以及人之老；幼吾幼，以及人之幼[…]言

举斯心加诸彼而已。故推恩足以保四海，不推恩无以保妻子。古人之所以大过人者，无他

焉，善推其所为而已矣。”  
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provided for people in order for them to be able to reach the universal attainability 

of sagehood. Mencius points out the following requirement in his teaching: 

 

(i) Protection of basic material well-being  

One of the ways to be humane to people that Mencius often mentioned is the 

protection of a sufficient level of material well-being. For ordinary people, quality 

of life is one of the crucial conditions for the accomplishment of searching their 

moral mind. Mencius maintains that without sufficient means to support basic life 

conditions, people could not constantly follow their moral mind: 

 

“Only a Gentleman can have a constant heart in spite of a lack of constant 

means of support. The people, on the other hand, will not have constant hearts, 

they will go astray and fall into excesses stopping at nothing” (Mencius and 

Lau 2004, 1A:7)
92

.  

 

Thus, in various places Mencius suggests that rulers or governors should distribute 

land to people and reduce taxes to create a good environment to support the moral 

cultivation of others (Mencius and Lau 2004, 1A:3-5). Confucius also addresses the 

fact that for ordinary people material affluence should be prior to the education of 

their moral mind (Confucius 1998, Book 13:9). However, this begs the question as 

to what is sufficient. Mencius explains:  

 

“If one’s consumption of food is confined to what is in season and one’s use of 

other commodities is in accordance with the rites, then one’s resource will be 

more than sufficient.” “[…] on the one hand, for the care of parents, and, on 

the other, for the support of wife and children, so that the people always have 

sufficient food in good years and escape starvation in bad; only then does he 

                                                   
92

 This is Lau’s Translation from this text “无恒产而有恒心者，惟士为能。若民，则无恒

产，因无恒心。苟无恒心，放辟邪侈，无不为已。” 
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drive them towards goodness”
93

 (Mencius and Lau 2004, 7A:23; 1A:7).  

 

Thus, supporting other people to realize their moral selves means supporting them 

to have sufficient material goods, not only to live their own life, but also to support 

their families. The significance of material well-being as the precondition for most 

of the people’s moral cultivation is also particularly emphasized in contemporary 

discussions (Xu 1980; C. Li 2014a, 171–87). 

However, although Mencius explicitly points out that material well-being is a 

necessary condition for cultivating and maintaining one’s moral mind, we may still 

wonder whether the constant moral mind really needs material well-being. 

Confucius frequently praised people, like his student Yan Hui, who were virtuous 

even in very difficult circumstances. This would show that moral cultivation is a 

personal effort which essentially depends on internal determinations, and is 

independent of external conditions provided by others
94

. As the analysis of Li 

Chenyang shows, there is a tension inherent to the Confucian interpretation of the 

relationship between moral cultivation and the necessity of well-being. However, 

material well-being should still be considered as a precondition for one’s moral 

cultivation. He argues that in solving this tension, Confucians take statistical facts 

into consideration. In a society with morally cultivated and not-yet-cultivated people, 

most of the people need adequate material conditions for moral cultivation. Only 

very few people have a strong determination, like the good student of Confucius Yan 

Hui. Material well-being should be provided to ordinary people for the cultivation 

of moral capacities.  

In addition to Li’s explanation, I would like to add another solution to this 

tension. It is important to be aware of the kind of audiences that the teachings of 

Mencius and Confucius were originally addressed to. When Confucius and Mencius 

discussed the importance of material well-being, they were contributing to a 

                                                   
93

 This is Lau’s Translation from this text “食之以时，用之以礼，财不可胜用也。”“是故明君

制民之产，必使仰足以事父母，俯足以畜妻子，乐岁终身饱，凶年不免于死亡。”  
94

 Further discussion of these two different views please see (C. Li 2014c, 171–77)  
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conversation about how people should be treated by benevolent rulers or governors. 

In other cases, their sayings address individuals who want to cultivate themselves to 

become virtuous people. Confucius sets good examples to show how these people 

act and how they would be different from ordinary people. In this context, good 

examples are set to encourage people to keep a strong will inside themselves in moral 

cultivation, even if the external conditions are difficult. These examples are set for 

self-encouragement. However, this should not be understood as answering the 

question how people should be treated by rulers, or as evidence to show that 

Confucianism ignores the necessity of adequate living conditions.  Even while 

some extraordinary people may become virtuous persons in difficult situations, this 

is not an excuse for us to refuse responsibilities to support others.  

 

(ii) Protection of security  

Mencius suggests that in order to be humane to people, we also need to protect their 

security. For example, Mencius depicted human virtue as a good tree that needs fresh 

air and water. If it is being logged every day, how can it flourish in these virtues? 

(Mencius and Lau 2004, 6A:8). 

On the one hand, the benevolent ruler should not resort to killing and using 

harsh punishments (Mencius and Lau 2004, 1A:6). Taking care of people is the basic 

thing that a virtuous person should do. King Hsuan of Chi (齐宣王) asked Mencius: 

 

“How virtuous must a man be before he can become a true King?” Mencius 

answers: “He becomes a true King by tending the people. This is something no 

one can stop” (Mencius and Lau 2004, 1A:7).  

 

On the other hand, a virtuous person not only refrains from harming others. He/she 

should protect people from killing and violence by others. Protecting others from 

suffering is the true expression of our moral mind (Mencius and Lau 2004, 2A:6).  
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(iii) Providing education.  

In Confucian teaching, a secure and sufficient life is necessary for ordinary people 

to become virtuous. For this purpose, providing education to assist their moral 

learning is believed to be the next requirement. Confucius insists that what should 

be done for numerous people, is, first, to enrich them, and second, to teach them 

(Confucius 1998, Book 13:9). Everyone deserves education: “In teaching, there 

should be no distinction of classes.” (Confucius 1998, Book 15:38). Education here 

mainly refers to the teaching of social norms. Mencius praises Sage King Hou Chi 

(后稷),who taught people how to farm to support their life, and then find a teacher 

to teach them how to act in social relationships. He worries that without an effort to 

educate their moral mind, even people who have full bellies and warm clothes may 

degenerate to the level of animals. Even if those people who have heavenly endowed 

moral minds do not choose to follow the way of Ren (humaneness/benevolence), the 

moral mind will not be revealed. If the moral mind is not revealed, persons are only 

controlled by their biological desires. Thus, a virtuous man teaches people “love 

between father and son, duty between ruler and subject, distinction between husband 

and wife, precedence of the old over the young, and the faith between friends.” 

(Mencius and Lau 2004, 3A:4).  

It is worth noting that providing education, as one of the ways to be humane to 

others, should not serve as an excuse to force others. The method of teaching in 

Confucianism, as Xiao Gongquan states, is nothing more than explaining the 

meaning of moral principles and discipline in oneself, in order to set good examples 

for others (Xiao 1998, 61). Education is about providing sufficient knowledge for 

the cultivation of one’s moral mind but it leaves space for the person himself/herself 

to internalize these pieces of knowledge and to act voluntarily, according to his/her 

moral feelings.  
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5.5.2 Content of extending Ren (humaneness/benevolence) to all creatures  

So far, I have explained the basic content of being humane to all people. For 

Confucianism, future generations are not only about human beings. We also need to 

know what we should do to love all creatures according to the Confucian tradition. 

Judging from earlier discussions, the love to all creatures should be understood as 

enabling them to realize their nature in a creative process of the great transformation 

of all things.  

    Confucian teaching frequently emphasizes that virtuous persons should use 

natural resources properly, and give their respect and compassion to animals, plants, 

and other natural beings. This compassion is meant to protect the virtue of the life-

generation of all living beings. For instance, to preserve breeding animals, Confucius 

does not use big nets for fishing, because that may kill all fish. He does not hunt 

birds which are going back to feed their nestlings (Confucius 1998, Book 7:27). 

Similarly, Mencius also persuades people not to use nets for fishing and only to log 

the timbers in the proper season and for proper amounts (Mencius and Lau 2004, 

1A:3).  

The respect and compassion to preserve all life-generating processes is not 

because they only have instrumental value for our material life. More importantly, 

Confucianism recognizes the intrinsic value of non-human beings. Non-human 

beings as well as human beings are all an indispensable part of the great 

transformation of Heaven and Earth. The love to all creatures firstly means that 

virtuous persons should show their respect and compassion to enable other beings’ 

life-generating process. In addition to respect and compassion towards living species 

or natural resources, Confucianism also teaches people to be sparing with man-made 

goods. As Meng Peiyuan states, in his study on the environmental thought of 

Confucianism, even man-made goods, like tiles or tables, have their value in this 

creative realm of universal life, because their creation and production are dependent 

on resources which come from the natural world (Meng 2004, 361). Thus, in 

Confucian teaching, love to all creatures means giving respect and compassion to all 
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living species and providing them with sufficient conditions to maintain their life-

generating nature. Love to all creatures also means to properly use natural resource 

or man-made goods to maintain the life-generating process of the great realm of 

universal life.  

Although Confucianism recognizes the intrinsic values of all beings and aims 

to maintain their life-generating nature, unlike Buddhism it never persuades people 

to abstain from killing animals for food. This is because the higher goal of the life-

generating process asks that we do not focus on one particular life, but on the 

ShengSheng of the great realm of life
95

. In many cases a feeling of compassion may 

lead us to save an animal or a plant. But if we can take resources or creatures and 

use them in a proper way to support the life of human beings, then taking resources 

or killing animals for food can be justified for maintaining the life-generating process 

of human beings. The continuity of humanity has special significance because only 

human beings can assist the great transformation of the universal life.  

5.5.3 Responsibilities to future generations 

The following four arguments can be distilled from the previous discussion, as the 

basic starting point to examine our responsibilities to future generations:  

 

(1) virtue-based responsibilities in the general aim to protect the possibilities 

for others to realize their virtue or nature.  

 

(2) For human beings, to support someone to cultivate and maintain his/her 

moral mind, it is necessary to provide adequate material well-being, a secure 

life without killing and violence and an adequate level of education. Having 

these basic conditions, a person can voluntarily make efforts to realize 

                                                   
95

 In modern life, eating meat may not be strictly necessary for maintaining human life. Therefore, 

we certainly could reconsider whether Confucianism would endorse vegetarianism. However, this 

needs more careful investigation. Due to the limits of space, I will not discuss this issue further.  
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his/her moral mind and extend Ren (humaneness and benevolence) to other 

people or other non-human beings.  

 

(3) We are responsible to protect the possibilities of non-human beings and 

assist them to realize their nature of ShengSheng (endless life-generation) 

in the context of the great realm of universal life. To do so, Confucianism 

teaches us to give respect and compassion to living species and not to harm 

their reproduction. Also, to sustain the creative life-generating realm of 

universal life, we should be careful when using natural resources and we 

should economize the consumption of all natural or man-made goods.  

 

(4) When we are talking about future generations, future humanity is 

inseparable from all the non-human beings and the ceaseless life-generating 

world as a whole. 

        

To identify what we should pass on for future generations, we need to look at which 

things are relevant and necessary for future generations to realize their own nature 

(among the types of content of responsibilities in the list above). Take future 

humanity for example. It would require us to leave various resources for our 

successors to support their adequate living standard for being virtuous persons (such 

as natural resources, cultural and technological resources, etc.).  

Firstly, the preservation of ecological systems and natural resources has special 

significance in the context of climate change. This conclusion is basically similar to 

what I argued in Chapter 3 (based on my interpretation of the human rights approach): 

natural capital is normatively significant as the condition for developing the basic 

capacities of human beings. In addition, protecting ecological systems and natural 

resources is uniquely important and urgent in the current environmental crisis, 

because present generations now impose serious environmental burdens on their 

successors. I believe this argument developed in the human rights approach is also 

supported by Confucian traditions. Thus, the most important thing for us to do for 
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future human beings is to preserve a sustainable natural world which can support 

adequate life for all.  

Secondly, under the condition that the first kind of responsibilities are fulfilled, 

Confucianism would regard cultural resources, which can assist the self-realization 

and development of human capacities, as having special significance over other 

resources. This is because the moral mind will not reveal itself by itself, as I 

explained in the third point of section 5.5.1. Although the feeling of compassion or 

shame is the natural revelation of one’s moral mind, if one ignores these moral 

feelings, one’s moral mind will not awake. Thus, proper education that lead people 

to act according to their moral mind is needed for the self-realization of future human 

beings. However, Confucian teaching also emphasizes that proper education as the 

assistance of self-realization should always come after a secure and sufficient life is 

realized. Thus, responsibilities to pass on cultural resources are under the condition 

that the first responsibilities are fulfilled, that is to provide a sustainable 

environmental system with sufficient natural resources to support people’s lives. 

Finally, this first type of responsibility is also applicable to future non-human beings 

and the natural world itself. An endless life-generating natural system is valuable not 

only because of its instrumental value, which means natural resources are the basic 

conditions of all beings (human and non-human) realizing their nature, but also 

because the life-generation of the whole natural system has its intrinsic value as well. 

As a result, in order to keep this sustainable world, Confucian teachings require 

present generations to economize the consumption of all natural or man-made goods. 

5.6 CONCLUSION: MORAL RESPONSIBIITIES TO FUTURE 

GENERATIONS  

In this chapter, I applied the Modern Confucian position and its concept of moral 

responsibility to the investigation of the Confucian perspective on intergenerational 

ethics. This exploration has led to a defense of the following arguments:  

First of all, the meaning of moral responsibility should be derived from the 

Confucian ideal of realizing the real nature in oneself. This is a process of cultivating 
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the inner virtue from extending Ren (humaneness/benevolence) to others. I argued 

that moral responsibility to others is a matter of performing responsive actions 

according to our moral mind. It is a moral subject’s creative decision on what is the 

right thing to do and what would be the proper response to others, according to 

different relationships and situations, according to two moral rules: “Do not impose 

what you do not want to others” and “To establish myself is to enlarge others”. 

Secondly, since moral responsibilities to others are the creative responses to our 

moral mind following these two moral rules, our moral mind enables us to be 

responsive, that is to allow or to assist others to realize the purpose and virtue of all 

beings, that is “ShengSheng”, the endless life-generating process. Due to the unity 

between the Way of Tian (Heaven) and the Way of Humanity, the virtue of 

“Shengsheng” to human beings means Ren. Therefore, the responsibilities to others 

in human society have special meaning: to enable or assist them in their “attainability 

of sagehood”. Responsibilities to other beings are conceptualized as enabling others 

to realize their own nature.   

With these general understandings of moral responsibilities in Confucianism, 

the meaning of our responsibilities to future generations can be explained as follows:  

 

(i) Searching moral strength in oneself opens up possibilities to extend moral 

responsibilities to future generations. In this study, the concept of moral 

responsibility is investigated in the context of the Confucian moral ideal of inner 

virtue, and an interpretation of Confucianism as an “inclusive humanism”. This 

interpretation focuses on the moral ground of searching one’s moral mind. In 

contrast to the interpretation of Confucianism which defines moral responsibilities 

only according to social relationships or existing social rules, this leaves a lot of 

space for individual creativity in their moral decisions about what is the right thing 

to do. This interpretation of Confucianism has the advantage that it can reconstruct 

its basic views to cope with new problems, in cases where existing definitions of the 

moral requirements coming with old social relationships and roles cannot 

sufficiently provide us with good answers.   
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According to Confucian ethics, our moral consideration to future generations 

will not be restricted to present human beings. This is because, Confucianism by 

nature is an “inclusive humanism”. All beings under Heaven and Earth possess the 

virtue of ShengSheng (life-generation) and they all participate in the ceaseless great 

transformation of the universe. This is also because moral responsibilities are 

fundamentally grounded in one’s moral mind, which can potentially embrace all 

things under Heaven and Earth, regardless of distances in time and space. Moral 

responsibilities to others are fundamentally the response to this moral mind. All the 

responsibilities to human and non-human beings that we may encounter in our 

lifetime are creative performances to others according to the moral mind.  

 

(ii) The ceaseless life-generating future world and future humanity have moral 

significances for our present life. Present generations are responsible for 

protecting the vitality of the world and enabling or assisting the attainability of the 

sagehood of future people. 

The Confucian point of view on intergenerational relationships was developed from 

the unity between the virtue of ShengSheng and inner virtue Ren. 

First of all, the virtue ShengSheng sets up the ideal of the universe and all 

beings within it, which is a continuous life-generating process. The Way of Heaven 

is to enable and assist the actualization of this ceaseless life force of the universe. 

ShengSheng as the supreme virtue of Tian (Heaven) and the purpose of all beings 

appeals to an everlasting vitality (生生不息) of the universe and respect for the 

possibilities of the continuous life-generating process of all beings. Especially when 

this virtue flows to all beings, it becomes the purpose of everything in the universe. 

This virtue is passed on across generations from the past to the present, from the 

present to the future. This is the Way of Tian (Heaven). It is the endless life-

generating and nourishing process of all beings.  

Secondly, Confucianism sets up the ideal of humanity that is to realize the inner 

virtue of Ren. The Way of Humanity is an inwardly learning of the authentic self, 
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and an outwardly extension of Ren to others. That is to allow or assist others to 

cultivate their nature.  

Thirdly, as I argued earlier, due to the unity of the Way of Tian (Heaven) and 

the Way of Humanity, and the unity between ShengSheng and Ren, the cultivation 

of innate virtue Ren is also to practice the Way of Heaven. The way of extending 

Ren to others is to secure the conditions for others to achieve the purpose of Sheng. 

Thus, the reasons that we are responsible to the well-being of future generations can 

be explained in the following two ways: (1) to future beings in general. The inner 

virtue Ren enables the possibilities of human beings to take what Heaven and Earth 

could do, namely maintain the endless life force of the universe and nourish all 

beings. This connection of ShengSheng and Ren relates these responsibilities to the 

endless life-generating universe and to the cultivation of our inner virtue. Thus, in 

this sense, the well-being of the future as a whole is not only desirable, but also 

relevant to the present moral life.  (2) To future human beings in particular. Future 

human beings share the same purpose of Sheng as we do, that is to realize the innate 

virtue Ren and human nature during their life-time. Securing the conditions for 

future people to attain their virtue is a requirement for our moral mind. Respecting 

the spirits of life and nourishing the growth of future humanity is one of the ways to 

achieve the ideal of cultivating the innate self. Due to the unity of virtue ShengSheng 

and Ren, a virtuous person would naturally tend to assist the continuous vitality and 

preserve the spirits of life when it is possible. For instance, in their work, the Neo-

Confucian philosophers Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao praise the virtuous person who 

keeps the spirit of life. They say  

 

“Chou Mao-shu (Chou Tun-i) did not cut the grass growing outside his window. 

When asked about it, he said that he felt toward the grass as he felt toward 

himself. (When Tzu-hou [Chang Tsai] heard the cry of a donkey he said the 

same thing.)”(W. Chan 1963, 535).  

 

In Chan’s commentary on this passage, he says: 
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“Like Chou, Ch'eng also refused to cut the grass outside his window. When 

asked why, he said that he wanted always to see the spirit of creation. He also 

kept several small fish and frequently observed them. When asked for his reason, 

he said, ‘I wish to see that all things are at ease with themselves.’”(W. Chan 

1963, 535). 

 

Fourthly, since our responsibility to future generations (human beings and non-

human beings) is mainly to protect the possibilities for them to actualize their nature, 

what we are responsible for is to leave behind necessary conditions for their future 

development. This involves various resources that we should leave for them. I argued 

that according to Confucian tradition, of all these resources a sustainable natural 

world which could support a sufficient life, and cultural resources which could assist 

people’s self-realization have a special significance for future human beings. The 

aforementioned responsibilities are more fundamental than the latter ones. For future 

non-human beings, we should sustain a life-generating natural system. This requires 

present generations to properly use natural resources and not to harm the 

reproduction of beings. 
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Chapter 6 

Two Concepts of Intergenerational 

Responsibility 

---A Comparative Study on Moral Responsibilities to Future 

Generations  

 

6.1  INTRODUCTION  

 

This dissertation has attempted to clarify the meaning, scope, and, validity of 

intergenerational moral responsibilities, as they are understood in two influential and 

rather different philosophical approaches, i.e. human rights theory and Modern 

Confucianism. In Chapters 3 and 4, this study has defended a personhood-based 

account of human rights. It argued that our intergenerational responsibility is to 

protect the necessary conditions for purposive agents to actualize their purposes in 

life. In Chapters 5 and 6, I offered an interpretation of Confucianism based on the 

arguments of the so-called Modern Confucian school, which is also well known as 

the modern “school of mind and nature” (Xingxing，心性). Following this modern 

Confucian view, with its central concern for moral cultivation, a plausible way to 

understand intergenerational responsibilities is that they make it possible for future 

generations (human and non-human) to realize their nature. Thus, our special 

responsibilities to future humanity should be understood as following from the idea 

that human beings have responsibilities to maintain the endless life-force of the 

universe and all beings within it.  
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Based on these arguments, we are now in a position to advance a comparison 

between these two seemingly very different conceptions of moral responsibility. This 

comparison will begin with a crucial similarity. I will argue that moral 

responsibilities in both approaches are grounded in the centrality of actualizing a 

specific concept of human personhood (section 6.2). Because of this similarity, 

Modern Confucianism and human rights theory do not oppose each other in valuing 

the worth of individual interests, as has so often been assumed in contemporary 

debates. Rather, this study stresses that where they diverge is in that they offer 

significantly different specific understandings of personhood. This difference in turn 

implies certain distinctive features of moral responsibilities in each theory, which are 

outlined in section 6.3. Section 6.4 concentrates on the comparison of these two 

kinds of moral responsibilities with respect to intergenerational relationships. Finally, 

section 6.5 contains some final remarks for this dissertation as a whole.  

 

6.2  COMMON GROUND: THE REALIZATION OF PERSONHOOD  

 

Among contemporary studies on the comparison between Confucianism and human 

rights theory, many studies endorse the idea that these theories are fundamentally 

incompatible. One of the key reasons to support such an argument is that 

Confucianism and human rights theory defend contrasting views on the value of 

individuals and their interests. This section aims to provide an alternative view in 

response to such arguments. However, my ambition is not to show that human rights 

and Confucian morality are completely compatible. Such a conclusion would require 

a more extensive study of both approaches. Instead, this section attempts to show 

that there is a common ground in human rights theory and Modern Confucianism, 

i.e. they both put at the centre of their thought the realization of personhood-related 

capacities, which define the unique moral status of human beings. Both rights-based 

responsibilities and virtue-based responsibilities are grounded in the worth of 

individuals, which in turn derives from the universal attainability of personhood by 

individuals. This similarity indicates the potential existence of similarities in the 
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concept of responsibilities used by these two approaches. Section 6.2.1 outlines the 

main arguments given by those who believe that Confucianism and human rights 

theory have opposed views about the worth of individual interests. Section 6.2.2 

makes the case that there is common ground in the views of moral responsibility 

defended in both approaches. Sections 6.2.3 and 6.2.4 elaborate two similarities in 

their use of the concept of moral responsibility.    

6.2.1 The interests of individuals in Human rights and Confucianism  

For many theorists, the notion of human rights does not offer a self-evident axiom, 

which would be applicable to all societies around the world (Rosemont 1988; Ames 

1988; Ihara 2004; Peerenboom 1993). One of the crucial reasons for their skepticism 

about such a universalistic notion is that they believe that human rights are 

established on the basis of a specific view of individuals as atomistic, rational, and 

eventually self-interested individuals. For example, Peerenboom argues that because 

human rights theory assumes self-interestedness in individuals, it relies on two basic 

assumptions, which are fundamentally in contrast with Confucianism. These are, on 

the one hand, the atomistic nature of individuals and, on the other hand, the 

inevitability of competition between individuals (Peerenboom 1993, 37–38). The 

story of rights starts with a society in which atomistic, rational, and self-interested 

individuals all compete with each other for goods or resources and look for 

protections against assaults by others. On this basis, the theory further argues that 

everyone has rightful claims to security and certain other basic goods, which can be 

held against others. However, in contrast to this image of purely rational and 

autonomous individuals, Confucianism puts forward the image of a relational self, 

who is never a self-standing individual. Instead, individuals are always born as 

members of a family, community, and country. Similarly, Rosemont, and Fingarette 

argued that Confucianism lacks an awareness of the self as independent of its social 

context. Unless there are at least two human beings present, there can be no human 

being at all (Rosemont 1988, 84; Fingarette 1972). Thus, there is no ground to 
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develop a notion of individual rights which are held as valid prior to the existence of 

society.  

Based on such a notion of a relational self, the insignificance of individual 

interests also stems from Confucianism’s views on the relationship between 

individuals, on the one hand, and societies and the way they define social roles on 

the other hand. For example, Peerenboom argued that even if there are interests for 

individuals, they are the allocated goods that serves to pursue social harmony or the 

interest of collective goods. In Confucianism, the interests of the country can 

override the interests of individuals (Peerenboom 1993, 39). Moreover, if there are 

any rights for individuals, they are not equally entitled to each individual. In other 

words, as is also stated by Kwok, the benefits and responsibilities that one would 

have are interconnected and they are not allocated to every individual in equal 

bundles, because each person has a different social role. There is a higher level of 

ideals which takes priority over the interests of individuals, which is to become 

virtuous and able to harmonize relationships surrounding these individuals. Hence 

the responsibilities which are required from the task of realizing this ideal restrain 

one’s individual interests (Kwok 1998, 85).   

In sum, according to the arguments of these authors, human rights theory is 

established on the basis of the view of a rational and atomistic individual who looks 

for protection against threats to his interests by others. Institutions establish forms of 

cooperation which limit every individual’s freedom in order to honour the rights of 

others. Thus, the protection offered by a scheme of human rights is only negative, in 

the sense that it prevents the violation of the rightful claims of each person. Everyone 

is free to act in whichever way he or she prefers, as long as his or her actions will 

not infringe upon the rightful claims of others. Finally, there is no such as thing as a 

notion of ‘group interests’, which stands above one’s self-interest thus defined. In 

contrast with all of this, the self in Confucianism is always seen as relational, as a 

member of a family, community, and country. Each person is mainly seen as the 

locus of responsibilities instead of rights. Even where interests of individuals are 

recognized, they only take a secondary place in comparison to the responsibilities 
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one has to be a virtuous person. Moreover, these individual interests can always be 

overridden by the goal of harmonizing all interests in society at large.  

However, in my view, these interpretations need to be rejected for being one-

sided and overlooking the diversity of interpretations of both theories (Cline 2007; 

Chan 1999). On the one hand, human rights theory is not necessarily grounded in 

the notion of an isolated self, which is independent from its social context. On the 

contrary, human rights can also be seen to protect the individual rights of persons 

who are social in nature (J. Chan 1999). On the other hand, although one’s social 

role plays an important role in Confucian morality, one should not ignore the fact 

that there are also sufficient philosophical resources in Confucian thought for 

introducing the notion of equal respect for personal interests. For instance, Bloom 

points to two important elements underlying Mencian thought: moral equality and 

natural dignity, which are both based on the moral potential of each person. These 

two elements of Confucianism are consistent with much of human rights theory in 

emphasizing the importance of people’s well-being (Bloom 1998, 94–111). 

Similarly, Zhang Qianfan also argues that there is a heavenly endowed human 

dignity underlying Confucian morality which requires the equal protection of each 

individual “to live a morally decent and materially self-sufficient life” (Zhang 2000, 

301). Cheng Chung-ying takes another route and argues that although Confucianism 

stresses the connection between virtue and one’s responsibility instead of the rightful 

claims of each person, Confucian teaching sees the protection of basic elements of 

well-being as a duty for political authorities (Cheng 1989, 145–47). Thus, it would 

contradict the spirit of Confucianism to think that the protection of the interests of 

individuals which are necessary to support one’s moral cultivation can always be 

overridden by an ideal of social harmony. In Confucianism the interests of 

individuals not only should be respected, but they are also the precondition for great 

harmony (Tu 1985, 55). Based on my investigation of Modern Confucianism in 

earlier chapters, in what follows I will add another argument to support the position 

of these authors, which is based on the centrality of realizing personhood.   
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6.2.2 The centrality of realizing personhood 

This section argues that, although human rights theory and Confucianism are 

different (in the sense that one is a rights-based morality, the other a virtue-based 

morality), they both take the realization of personhood to be the foundation of their 

normative thought. For both theories, rights or responsibilities are based on the belief 

that human beings possess distinctive capacities which determine their moral status. 

Certainly, these two approaches show crucial differences in their views on what 

would be these distinctive capacities, which define their specific conceptions of 

personhood. These differences will be discussed in section 6.3. However, in the 

remainder of this section, I will first explain this common ground, and apply it in a 

discussion about the similarities in thinking about moral responsibility which we can 

draw from both theories.  

In human rights theory, the concept of personhood is understood in the sense 

of “normative agency”, which refers to each person’s distinctive capacity for 

forming and actualizing various purposes in life. For Gewirth, the justification of 

human rights starts from the recognition that human actions have purposes, and 

different agents have different purposes. He then argues that in order to enable 

purposive action, rights to freedom and well-being (as the necessary conditions of 

agency) are logically required. Finally, these requirements of freedom and well-

being can be universalized, so that in the end every person should acknowledge that 

everyone holds human rights to freedom and well-being. Correlatively, everyone 

must accept and respect the rights of others, i.e. accept moral duties not to harm 

others and even to provide assistance (when this is necessary and practically feasible) 

to others. Griffin’s justification of human rights and correlative duties is also based 

on a concept of personhood, which refers to the human capacity for forming a 

conception of a good life, and the capacity to choose and actualize ideas about what 

is good for life. Thus, we can conclude that, in human rights theory, moral 

responsibilities are justified by a concept of personhood, which represents a 

distinctive capacity for purposive action. Due to this appreciation of personhood and 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 207PDF page: 207PDF page: 207PDF page: 207

Chapter 6: Two Concepts of Intergenerational Responsibility 

197 

 

the moral capacities to realize personhood, each person should be protected against 

all other persons from interferences with their realization of personhood. 

Confucianism has a similar structure of argumentation. Human beings are 

significantly different from other kinds of beings, because they possess a heavenly 

endowed moral mind and nature. Every person has the potential to become a moral 

sage, because of this inner virtue. The special capacities of persons also serve as the 

starting point to justify moral responsibilities. The natural tendency of human beings 

to have a sense of compassion towards others, their sense of shame and sense of right 

and wrong; all these are the original revelations of this inner virtue. The way to 

cultivate one’s inner virtue is to follow these moral feelings in daily life. Based on 

this fundamental notion of moral responsibility and the universalization of this goal, 

one’s responsibilities to other persons also have a social meaning. If we recognize 

that the moral mind is shared by all people, and everyone has the potential to fully 

cultivate this moral mind through their social life, then this demands from everyone 

else that they should respect this potential. Thus, to be beneficent to others means to 

enable others and in certain situations to offer assistance to others for their moral 

cultivation. This social responsibility also applies to our relation to other, non-human, 

beings. Humans should also enable and assist them to actualize their own nature.  

Thus, in both human rights theory and Confucianism, there is a concept of 

personhood which refers to particular human capacities, which determine the special 

moral status of human beings. For the universal realization of this capacity in each 

person, everyone must accept responsibilities to leave opportunities to others to 

allow them to live according to this very notion of personhood. Thus, when we take 

the two dimensions of moral responsibility in Confucianism (see section 5.2), the 

social dimension of this concept overlaps with what we find in human rights theory. 

Both theories conceptualize responsibilities as something that someone should do to 

enable others to actualize their purposes. An important difference is that 

Confucianism assumes a particular view about what the purpose and nature of all 

beings are. By contrast, human rights theory is based on the assumption that people 

give themselves different purposes.  
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Let us now concentrate on the similarity in both approaches, i.e. the centrality 

of actualizing personhood. This similarity opens up many possibilities to reconsider 

the relationship between Confucianism and human rights. On the one hand, we 

should reconsider whether in Confucianism the interests of individuals are that 

insignificant, compared to the interests of collective entities. On the other hand, we 

can reconsider whether human rights theory is only about protecting isolated self-

interested selves, and lacks an idea of valuing common goods. The following two 

subsections will provide alternative understandings in response to what has 

traditionally been assumed about these matters. At the same time, these subsections 

indicate that these two approaches share two possible similarities with regard to the 

concept of moral responsibilities.  

6.2.3 Equal protection of the necessary conditions for actualizing 

personhood 

There is an overlapping object of responsibilities in human rights theory and 

Confucianism: to leave necessary conditions and opportunities to allow others to 

actualize their distinctive capacities as human beings. In earlier chapters, this feature 

of moral responsibility was explained in both human rights theory and Confucianism. 

In Chapter 3, we saw that according to the human rights approach the object of duties 

is derived from the object of human rights protection. Human rights protect 

legitimate claims to security, freedom, and well-being against interference from 

others. The object of rights-based responsibilities is to provide equal respect for 

everyone’s legitimate claims. Because these rights protect basic conditions for living 

the life of a person (normative agent), personal interests that are related to basic 

human rights trump all other concerns. It is considered to be morally wrong not to 

protect human rights.  

Chapter 5 showed that for Confucianism, our responsibilities to others are to 

support them to cultivate their moral virtue. This includes a sufficient level of well-

being, security, and education. The question here is whether we recognize those 
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interests of individuals, which are necessary conditions for their moral cultivation, 

as something which should take priority over other concerns. In other words, should 

we say, as has been assumed by many philosophers, that in Confucianism interests 

of individuals are often subordinated to a higher ideal of social harmony?   

In response to such arguments which assume that individual interests are often 

to be sacrificed to the pursuit of social harmony, I would like to argue now that the 

basic interests of individuals are in fact the preconditions for the realization of social 

harmony. I will claim that this is necessary to explain what social harmony is about.  

Let us start from an argument presented by Cheng Chung-ying, who indicates 

that the meaning of harmony in Confucianism has multiple levels and relates to 

multiple relationships, including the harmony between nature and human, 

interpersonal relationships, and the harmony among nations, and so on (Cheng 2006). 

Social harmony is only one of the aspects in the overall concept of harmony. To 

understand what social harmony is about, we need to explain, first of all, the meaning 

of the concept of “Great Harmony” (tai he, 太和), which establishes the moral 

foundation of all other kinds of harmony (Cheng 2006, 29). Li Chengyang argues 

that the ideal of Great Harmony “sets the stage for all other Confucian ideals, social 

as well as individual.” (C. Li 2008, 425). The term “Great Harmony” (tai he) is from 

The Book of Change: 

 

“Great is ch'ien , the originator! All things obtain their beginning from it. […] 

The way of ch'ien is to change and to transform so that everything will obtain 

its correct nature and destiny (ming) and the great harmony [of natural forces] 

will be self-proficient. There the result will be the advantage [derived from the 

harmony of all things] and firmness [throughout their existence].[Ch'ien] 

towers above the myriad things [like a king] and all states enjoy 

peace. . . .”(Chan 1963, 264, The Book of Chang, Hexagram No. 1, Ch’ien)
96

 

                                                   
96

 This is the translation from Chan (Chan 1963, 264). The Chinese text is “大哉乾元，万物资

治，乃统天。[…] 乾道变化，各正性命，保合太和，乃利贞。首出庶物，万国咸宁。”

《周易.传》。 
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Thus, the ideal of Great Harmony refers to a state in which all beings under 

Heaven can continuously change and transform in their own ways. This Great 

Harmony is related to the realization of ShengSheng (the endless life-generating 

process), which I discussed extensively in Chapter 5. If all beings under Heaven 

could realize the nature of ShengSheng, then we have a realization of Great Harmony 

as well. Based on this ideal, social harmony, i.e. harmony in interpersonal 

relationships, should be understood as a state in which every person can realize his 

or her own nature, which is the inner virtue Ren. Thus, the harmonious society is the 

society which respects human nature (thus defined), and makes it possible for 

everyone to realize their nature.  

The Modern Confucian philosopher Xu Fuguan suggests that to achieve a 

harmonious society according to the Confucian ideal, the ruler (or the government 

in a modern sense) should dissolve himself in the will of the people. The will of the 

people is to enlarge their nature. This requirement for the ruler is based on a general 

belief in human nature. Respecting the human nature of others is the expression of 

one’s inner virtue Ren (Xu 1985, 111–12). Thus, it is against the Confucian spirit to 

assume that the community or the state is somehow higher than individuals are. 

Instead, Confucians believe that having sufficient conditions for people to realize 

their nature is a precondition for the ideal of social harmony (Tu 2002, 5; Tu 1985, 

55). Thus, the most important meaning of harmony is that people can be true to 

themselves, which means they are able to cultivate their authentic moral self. 

Therefore, there is no reason to sacrifice these necessary conditions of personal 

cultivation to achieve social harmony.  

An additional consideration for this position lies in the arguments I provided in 

Chapter 4, which proved that Confucianism is not a purely role-based morality. As 

we have seen, our moral life is not only about fulfilling responsibilities in social 

relationships. There is also a spiritual dimension in Confucianism, which acts as the 

foundation of interpersonal relationships and determines that the goal of our 

responsibilities is to realize our inner virtue. In addition, in Chapter 5 (section 5.5), 
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I argued that a set of basic interests can be identified which are the preconditions for 

this moral cultivation. Thus, the basic interests of individuals, as the preconditions 

for them to become virtuous persons, should not be restricted to their responsibilities.  

If these arguments are correct so far, then we can now conclude that, given the 

centrality they give to realizing personhood, moral responsibilities in both 

Confucianism and human rights theory both have as their aim to protect a set of basic 

interests of individuals, of which no one should be deprived. The reason for this is 

that it is important to provide sufficient conditions and possibilities so as to enable 

individuals to realize their unique human competences. Those basic interests include 

security, sufficient well-being, and other conditions (like education) which are 

necessary to realize the true meaning of personhood. 

6.2.4 Responsibilities to community and other members   

Based on their common goal as identified so far, of realizing capacities necessary 

for personhood, we can now identify another element of the common ground both 

Confucianism and human rights theory share: they are open to an interpretation 

which accepts not merely negative duties of non-interference, but also positive duties 

to assist others, under circumstances in which the recipients cannot receive the 

necessary conditions by their own efforts and the providers are able to help them
97

.  

In Confucianism, responsibilities to others includes responsibilities to assist 

them, in order to achieve their nature. In human rights theory, if positive rights are 

recognized, then positive duties are justified as well. As argued in Chapter 2 (section 

2.2.3), everything which is considered to be a necessary condition of human agency, 

should be equally and universally protected. Despite the fact that positive rights are 

not universally claimed, they should be universally possessed by everyone. Each 

                                                   
97

 This positive side of duties to help and empower others in human rights theory may not be 

generally agreed upon. For instance, in Griffin’s study, we saw that the duties to others are 

mainly restricted to leaving sufficient normative necessities. However, in Gewirth’s study, we 

saw that there are more positive duties involved. I would like to show that there are possibilities, 

according to human rights theory, to accept positive duties. Thus, the discussion in this section 

will be mainly based on Gewirth’s theory.    
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individual should be treated adequately or get help from others when one or more of 

his or her necessary conditions to become a normative agent or to maintain that status 

are threatened. The protection of these positive rights is not endless, but will only 

focus on helping others to access the normative necessities for this purpose.  

This commonality between both theories, of recognizing both negative and 

positive duties, can help us to respond to another argument which is often made by 

philosophers who believe that Confucianism and human rights theory are 

incompatible. In section 6.2.1 I summarized arguments about the extent to which 

human rights are established on the isolated, atomistic, rational, and eventually self-

interested self. This picture ignores the social meaning of human rights theory. This 

section aims to argue that the concepts of responsibility in both Confucianism and 

human rights theory have the theoretical resources to argue in favour of 

responsibilities to support community and mutual interactions with others. As a 

result, both theories are able to support mutual responsibilities that exist between 

individuals and their communities, and amongst individual members of these 

communities. This implies the acceptance of obligations to social solidarity and 

positive consideration for the fate of others. 

For human rights theory, the universal attainability of personhood does not only 

require the equal protection of everyone’s rights, but also implies the so-called 

“mutuality” of human rights, as Gewirth argued in response to communitarian 

criticisms of liberalism. For him a relationship of mutuality holds among all persons. 

This means that, due to the universality of human rights, everyone has rights to the 

necessary goods for purposive action, but at the same time, everyone should take 

responsibility to respect the same rights of all others. This mutual relationship of 

rights and duties are important to understand how individual rights and community 

are mutually supportive of each other. It represents the two sides of a genuine 

community of rights: (1) everyone has the mutually shared benefits of being equally 

protected from human rights deprivations, being treated appropriately and given 

assistance when his or her rights are deprived. (2) In return for these benefits, 

everyone should accept obligations to respect and to aid (in appropriate 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 213PDF page: 213PDF page: 213PDF page: 213

Chapter 6: Two Concepts of Intergenerational Responsibility 

203 

 

circumstances) the rights of others, as well as those duties to society which are meant 

to do “indispensable good for the community by helping to fulfill its collective right 

of support” (Gewirth 1998, 83). In turn, the effective protection of everyone's human 

rights by the community depends on the fulfillment of obligations of mutual respect 

and obligations to society. In this way, human rights and the community mutually 

support each other.    

This mutual relation between human rights and community shows that human 

rights theory holds a concept of "the reasonable self", instead of a concept of an 

egoistic self or isolated self
98

. The reasonable self is aware of his/her own human 

rights, but also recognizes responsibilities to respect the rights of others. Because the 

protection of the universality of human rights requires not only efforts from 

individuals, but also institutional schemes of protection, the reasonable self should 

accept duties to support an institutionally organized community of rights (Gewirth 

1998, 93).   

Within Confucianism, the recognition of responsibilities to support others as 

well as society at large, is less controversial than it is in human rights theory. The 

reason for this is that it is uncontroversial that the heavenly endowed inner virtue 

enables people to assist others. The prevalent view of Confucianism was correct in 

emphasizing the social embeddedness of the self and his/her responsibilities. 

However, based on the study of modern Confucianism in the previous chapters, I 

would like to stress that the responsibilities to society and others begin from one’s 

inner virtue Ren (仁心). The cultivation of this self should be seen as a process of 

awakening the authentic self. Confucians call this process a constant learning for the 

sake of self to be a morally excellent person. This process always has to be conducted 

in a social context. The self in Confucianism is a centre of relationships which enable 

the cultivation of the inner self through harmonization of his/her external social 

relationships, and through the constant expansion of the circle of harmony from self 

                                                   
98

 As a reasonable self, one should recognize obligations towards others to avoid contradicting 

oneself. In what logically follows, we would see ourselves as member of a community of rights 

and accept duties to assist others. However, this by no means implies that egoists should be rejected 

as right-holders. 
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to family, community and country. Harmonizing these social relationships is the way 

to cultivate oneself. Thus, positive responsibilities to others and to society are 

justified. Specifically, responsibilities to other fellow members should be understood 

from the ideal of the “universal attainability of sagehood” (Junyi Tang 1967). 

Because all individuals have the potential to cultivate their authentic self, one should 

recognize one’s responsibilities to refrain from harming others and assist them in 

achieving their moral self.  

So far, my comparison in this chapter has demonstrated the similarities between 

Confucianism and human rights theory which emerge once one accepts the centrality 

in both theories of respecting and enabling personhood-related capacities. As a result, 

in Confucianism the basic interests of individuals cannot be undermined, as has often 

been assumed. This similarity can open new possibilities for further discussions 

about the question whether a modernized Confucianism should include a concept of 

human rights. Each human being has the potential to become a virtuous person which 

determines his or her special moral status. Because of this potential, governments 

should provide necessary conditions for everyone to voluntarily realize their nature, 

and other people should respect it. Thus, the comparison makes it possible to develop 

human rights as legitimate claims within Confucianism to protect one’s basic 

interests against others. In addition, because the heavenly endowed capacities are 

potentials to achieve, whether people are virtuous does not affect their status as a 

person, because the potential competence defines our status. Certainly, how the 

appreciation of inner virtue can best be transformed into the form of a right-claim is 

a more complicated issue. This requires more extensive study of the reconstruction 

of Confucianism in modern times, and how to incorporate a concept of human rights 

within Confucian ethics. These issues are important but beyond the scope of this 

chapter. What I would like to point out here is that, if we have been correct in 

pointing to the similarity in the appreciation of personhood in both approaches, one 

can generate new discussions of human rights concepts within Confucianism, by 

taking this similar structure as a starting point.  
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6.3  TWO SENSES OF PERSONHOOD AND RESPONSIBILITY 

 

This section now turns to the different meanings of personhood in Confucianism and 

human rights theory and the implications of these differences for their understanding 

of moral responsibility.  

The concept of personhood in human rights theory refers to the capacities to 

form and actualize whatever purpose one wishes for in one’s life. This is the capacity 

for being a rational and purposive agent. This is believed to be a distinctive 

characteristic of human beings. For Griffin, normative agents are capable of forming 

a conception of a life that is worthwhile to live and are capable of “deliberating, 

assessing, choosing, and acting to make what we see as a good life for ourselves” 

(Griffin 2008, 32). Similarly, for Gewirth, the generic features of human action are 

purposiveity and voluntariness (Gewirth 1982, 46).  

The meaning of personhood in Confucianism does not refer to the capacity to 

form and actualize various purposes. Instead, it focuses on the moral capacity of 

extending benevolence to others. Confucians believe that human beings deserve a 

unique moral status because, when compared to other beings, humans have a special 

and dynamic relationship with Tian (Heaven). It is a dynamic relationship because, 

on the one hand, Tian endows its virtue to human beings. The heavenly virtue in 

human beings is the inner virtue Ren (humaneness/ benevolence) which potentially 

enables us to embrace others. The inner virtue Ren is the inborn property of all men, 

the generative source of all virtues and moral practice. On the other hand, to 

understand the mandate of Heaven is to fully realize the inner nature and moral mind. 

Humans can realize the unity between Tian and Men through the cultivation of the 

inner virtue Ren ( Zhang et al. 2006, 565–66). This is also the ultimate goal of human 

flourishing.  

Thus, Confucianism and human rights theory have a different view of what are 

the distinctive capacities related to the concept of personhood. For the human rights 

approach, it is the capacities to form and realize various purposes. For Confucianism, 

the meaning of personhood involves the moral capacity to realize the Heavenly 
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endowed inner virtue. This difference leads to two further different features of their 

concepts of moral responsibility.  

Firstly, the different meanings of personhood imply different routes to the 

justification of moral responsibilities. For a rights-based theory, the relation between 

responsibilities and personhood necessarily runs through the human rights of others. 

Because the meaning of personhood is centred on its feature of purposivity, to 

actualize these capacities is to make it possible for everyone to act freely according 

to his or her purposes. This includes one’s freedom to form and value one’s own 

purpose, the freedom to pursue purposes without constraint and impoverishment in 

terms of the range of one’s possible choices. It also includes the opportunity to access 

basic knowledge and other basic conditions for purposive action. Thus, it is 

necessary to claim rights to freedom and well-being. These demands are so crucial, 

that without them our personhood is undermined. Human rights protection is to 

secure possibilities for exercising our essential capacities of forming and actualizing 

various purposes for different agents. Consequently, rights-based responsibilities are 

necessarily justified through the recognition of these rights. We have duties because 

(and only to the extent that) others have rights.   

However, for Confucianism responsibilities to others are responsive actions 

of one’s moral mind in order to enable others to realize their nature. The concept of 

personhood, which refers to the cultivation of the inner virtue Ren, can directly 

justify responsibilities (i.e. without first recognizing the rights of others) to preserve 

and cultivate this moral mind by extending Ren to others. According to 

Confucianism, to live according to the moral capacity of Ren, which distinguishes 

humans from other beings, a person should accept the responsibility to preserve this 

moral mind sincerely (Mencius, 4B:19). This requires a learning process to become 

an “aesthetically refined, morally excellent and religiously profound” person (Tu, 

1985: 53). This responsibility of self-cultivation is a process of searching in oneself, 

but is necessarily carried out through extending Ren to others. To extend Ren to 

others means not to interfere and to assist others to develop their own nature. The 

purpose and the nature of all beings in the universe is “ShengSheng”(生生)(ceaseless 
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life-generating). Ren is the particular way of “Shengsheng” for human beings. Thus, 

the responsibility to extend Ren to others is the way to cultivate one’s own nature; 

at the same time this enables others to cultivate their nature. Our responsibility to 

other persons, in particular, is to realize the universal achievement of sagehood in 

them.    

Secondly, a related issue concerns the distinction between strict duties and loose 

duties. In human rights theory, there is a clear line between these two kinds of duties. 

Rights-based responsibilities which are attached to human rights are morally 

required, strict duties. This is different from the loose duties which are not attached 

to any human rights. Loose duties do not require compliance, for example duties to 

charity or to beneficence (Gewirth 1988, 443). Rights-based duties have 

enforceability because the rights-holder can legitimately insist on fulfillment of his 

claim against the duty-bearer.  

However, this distinction between strict duties and loose duties is less clear in 

Confucianism. Unlike a right-based theory, a virtue-based theory of responsibilities 

is not based on a concept of human rights which can clearly indicate if something is 

strictly demanded. Virtue-based responsibilities have a wider range, because they do 

not need the rightful claims of others as their precondition. Thus, they can include 

both strict and loose duties. As the foundation of the concept of moral responsibility 

in Confucianism, the meaning of the inner virtue Ren (humaneness/benevolence) is 

not equivalent to seemingly closely related Western terms such as beneficence or 

charity, which in the Western tradition are concepts that point beyond the strictly 

required morality.  

On the one hand, many responsibilities are required when cultivating the inner 

virtue Ren which refer to supererogatory actions of excellent persons. In the 

Confucian Analects, Confucius describes many exemplified characteristics of Junzi 

(the virtuous man) in comparison to Xiaoren (the inferior man). For instance, 

Confucius believes that the virtuous man thinks of virtue all the time, but the inferior 

man thinks of comfort all the time. The virtuous man is open and at ease; in contrast 

the inferior man is full of worries and anxieties (Confucius 1998, Book 4:11; Book 
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7:37). If people want to cultivate themselves as virtuous people, they have the 

responsibility to cultivate themselves towards the characters of a Junzi. But this is 

not something that should be strictly enforced for everyone, because Confucian 

teachings did not imply that everyone has to act like a virtuous man. The image of a 

virtuous man serves as an exemplar in a process of cultivation or self-learning, not 

as a norm which needs to be enforced.  

On the other hand, the inner virtue Ren can incorporate features of strict duties 

in the Western sense. Take for instance the strict duties of rulers. Lee points out that 

in Mencius, rulers have absolute duties toward the people for providing basic welfare 

and security. If these duties are not fulfilled, people can stop being loyal to their 

rulers and even act against them ( Lee 1992, 248). Tu also indicates that the rulers 

have strict duties towards the people. He says: 

 

“[T]hose who are powerful, influential, and in a position to control and use 

different resources, should take greater responsibility for the whole world. 

Rulers don’t have the right to force people to do what they want them to do. 

People have the rights to demand from rulers their fundamental security, basic 

needs for living, and conditions for self-development […] Confucianism always 

sets strict demands on the rulers. Because they have greater power and higher 

positions, they are enjoined to be strict with themselves and more generous with 

others.” (Tu 2002, 6)  

 

There are also strict duties that should be applied to ordinary people. As I discussed 

in Chapter 5 (section 5.3), Lee Shui Chuen pointed out that the Do-no-harm principle 

is an absolute moral principle in Confucianism. The harm that should be prevented 

is the one which infringes on the possibilities for other people to develop their own 

nature.  

Thus, virtue-based responsibilities can include both references to strict and to 

loose duties, and there is not a very clear division on these two types of duties. But 

based on the discussion so far, given the centrality of the responsibilities which relate 
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to the realization of personhood, we can attempt to draw this line. We can assume 

that strict duties should be restricted to protecting the conditions of personhood-

related moral capacities. For governments, there are strict duties to secure basic 

conditions such as security, well-being and education. For other fellow individuals, 

everyone should accept a duty not to harm the possibilities for moral cultivation in 

others. In addition, there are loose duties to assist others, but these are not universally 

applied to all others.   

In sum, this analysis shows the distinctive nature of a rights-based theory of 

responsibility and a virtue-based theory of responsibility. There are many 

complications in contrasting these two senses of responsibility. Due to limits of 

space, the discussion here certainly cannot exhaust all crucial aspects. But the 

analysis so far is sufficient for us to now move on to the comparison of both theories 

in what they have to say about responsibilities to future generations.  

Before that, as a final remark of this section, I would like to note that, although 

Confucianism also values the interests of individuals (due to the centrality of moral 

cultivation), one should not confuse Confucianism with individualism. The concept 

of the self and the process of moral cultivation is largely embedded in the familial 

and communal life. The realization of personhood in Confucianism can only be 

achieved through a meaningful social life. Also, Confucianism is certainly not the 

same as liberalism, due to the differences we noted in their conceptions of 

personhood. Confucianism defends a particular view of the good life, which is 

focused on the realization of the inner virtue of human beings.  

In human rights theory, which is more liberally-minded, the understanding of 

personhood and the justification of human rights assumes that all purposive agents 

can form and exercise a good life according to whatever criteria they choose 

themselves. Because of this, one should be free to pursue whatever form of life one 

considers to be good. This remains an important difference with Confucianism. 
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6.4  TWO SENSES OF RESPONSIBILITIES TO FUTURE 

GENERATIONS  

 

Based on the comparative analysis of the previous sections, this section further 

compares the two senses of responsibility in human rights theory and Confucianism, 

but now we will focus on their application to the problem of future generations. I 

would like to make the following four comments on the concept of intergenerational 

responsibility within both approaches, as a summary of the results already 

established in previous chapters: 

 

[1] The justification of a rights-based responsibility to future generation depends 

on the recognition of the human rights of future generations. A virtue-based 

theory of responsibility however locates the source of justification in the inner 

virtue in oneself.  

According to human rights theory, moral responsibilities to future generations 

are correlative to their future human rights. There are many theoretical obstacles to 

reach this conclusion such as the non-existence problem, non-identity problem and 

non-interaction problem. However, once we acknowledge that future generations 

will have human rights, no matter who will come into existence, then it will be 

morally wrong to let them live in a situation, in which they lack the necessary 

conditions for their purposive actions. Thus, it is plausible to say that future 

generations have rights-claims against us. As a result, present generations have moral 

duties correlative to their future rights.  

By contrast, the justification of intergenerational responsibilities in 

Confucianism is based on the belief in the inner virtue in each person. Extending 

moral concerns to others is not based on valid rightful claims of others, but directly 

on one’s inner virtue Ren (humaneness/ benevolence), which enables us to have a 

sense of sympathy, sense of shame or sense of right and wrong. To acknowledge 

responsibilities to future generations, this inner virtue Ren needs to be understood 

within a broader ideal of Confucianism, which goes beyond present human society. 
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That is the ideal of ShengSheng (ceaseless life-generation), which is also the nature 

and purpose of all beings under Heaven and Earth. All beings naturally have the 

spirit of the life-generation, which is looking for development and reproduction. In 

addition, ShengSheng is the great virtue of Heaven and Earth. It nourishes and assists 

all beings to achieve their life-generating process. ShengSheng is also the great 

virtue of human beings, and is united with the inner virtue Ren. This unity can be 

understood in two ways: firstly, to realize Ren (the Way of Humanity) is to realize 

Shengsheng (the Way of Heaven). Because human beings possess the heavenly 

endowed virtue, human beings are able to work with Heaven and Earth to support 

the ceaseless life-generating process of all beings and the universe a whole. Secondly, 

to practice the Way of Humanity, Ren to others should be understood as allowing 

and assisting the Shengsheng (life-generating) of others. Thus, our responsibilities 

should be extended to include future humanity. Precisely because the practice of Ren 

(the Way of Humanity) is to support the ceaseless transformation of the universe and 

all beings, the continuity of future humanity is valuable.  

 

[2] Because the justification of rights-based and virtue-based theories of 

responsibility are located in different theoretical resources, human rights theory 

and Confucianism have different ways to justify the responsibilities of individuals 

towards future generations.  

To what extent should individual agents get involved in extending moral 

responsibilities to future generations? This is a question which matters both for 

practical concerns about efficiency (collective efforts are more efficient than 

individual ones), and for moral reasons (whether there is a valid moral justification 

to connect individual duties to the future in the context of climate change). The 

discussion here will be mainly focused on these moral concerns.  

Within human rights theory, the justification of duties tends to be based on the 

identification of harms which violate basic human rights which can be causally 

related to the rights-violator. However, climate change creates a complex and 

unforeseeable causal relationship between present generations and future 
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generations; it is an example of an ‘aggregative harm’. There is a problem in 

determining each individual’s responsibilities to future generations, because each 

individual’s personal actions are not sufficient to cause a harmful result for future 

generations, and the individual’s efforts to reduce his/her emissions may not make 

much of a difference. Only the aggregation of the actions of countless individuals 

causes the harm. Human rights theorists propose that individual duties should be 

about contributing to collective actions to mitigate climate change. They defend 

duties of promoting and maintaining just institutions to solve the collective problem. 

There are also secondary duties of individuals, i.e. to act according to whatever 

would be required from each person as taking part in a just institution, or a direct 

duty to reduce one’s own emissions. However, these secondary duties are only valid 

under the condition that the collective duties are not sufficiently fulfilled.  

Confucianism provides a rather straightforward justification of the connection. 

Moral responsibilities to future generations are generated from one’s inner moral 

strength. The suffering of others, in the sense that future humanity cannot realize 

their moral nature due to unsatisfied material and other conditions, can possibly 

impose direct duties on individuals because of the feeling of sympathy, which is 

generated from our moral mind. This is a possibility because not every mind is 

cultivated to such an extent that it can directly be extended to future generations. 

However, according to a Confucian understanding of the moral mind of a virtuous 

person, when there is suffering which violates the potential for a person to become 

a virtuous man, the moral mind can impose a sense of responsibility to eliminate it, 

even if there is not an obvious direct causal harm between these two persons. 

These are important differences. However, the recognition of individual 

responsibilities in Confucianism by no means weakens the major role to be played 

by collective efforts. Also, these different understandings of individual 

responsibilities between human rights theory and Confucianism may eventually 

come together in practical decisions on what is the most efficient way to extend our 

present responsibilities to future generations.       

 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 223PDF page: 223PDF page: 223PDF page: 223

Chapter 6: Two Concepts of Intergenerational Responsibility 

213 

 

[3] The human rights approach and Confucianism overlap in what they see as the 

appropriate objects of duties, i.e. on what should we do for future generations. 

However, for Confucianism, responsibilities to the future include some extra 

meanings.  

Although a rights-based theory of responsibilities and a virtue-based theory of 

responsibilities to future generations take a different approach to justification, they 

have a common concern with respect to future humanity, i.e. to maintain and provide 

sufficient conditions to develop their personhood-related capacities. Existing 

discussions in the human rights literature recognize various resources that we can 

leave behind for future generations to protect their personhood. They include natural 

resources, cultural resources, technological resources, political resources, and so on. 

As discussed in section 3.3.3, natural capital has special significance compared to 

these other kinds of capital, because natural capital is the most basic condition for 

future people to develop their abilities of normative agency. We have special duties 

to preserve natural systems for future generations, because of the current emergency 

situation in terms of widespread environmental degradation. 

For Confucianism, the objects of protection of our moral responsibilities to 

future generations are slightly different. An endless life-generating future world and 

future humanity is morally significant for the realization of our present moral mind. 

Thus, the objects of responsibilities to the future are not only about preventing harms 

which may infringe upon the development of future people’s personhood-related 

capacities. On top of that, responsibilities are also directly extended to the 

preservation of a sustainable natural world by appreciating the intrinsic value of the 

life-generating process itself. Hence with respect to future humanity, the content of 

responsibilities overlaps between Confucianism and (my interpretation of) human 

rights theory. As discussed in section 5.5.3, basic material well-being, security, and 

education are the basic conditions for moral cultivation. Under this interpretation, 

ecological duties also have special significance compared to the duties to preserve 

other types of inheritances. In addition to these, Confucianism also defends the 

existence of responsibilities to preserve cultural resources, which carry crucial 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 224PDF page: 224PDF page: 224PDF page: 224

Chapter 6: Two Concepts of Intergenerational Responsibility 

214 

 

information to reveal the special capacities of human beings which should be 

realized in future humanity. However, this duty is less fundamental than the 

aforementioned ecological duties. Aside from the responsibilities to future humanity, 

there are direct responsibilities to sustain the ceaseless life-generating natural world, 

because it has intrinsic value in itself, and because a sustainable natural world is a 

basic condition, not only for future humanity, but also for non-human beings to 

develop their nature. To sustain the natural world, Confucianism suggests that 

present generations should economize the consumption of all natural or man-made 

goods. 

 

[4] Virtue-based responsibility in Confucianism is more demanding than human 

rights theory, but it has a different sense of enforceability in its application.  

 

In section 6.3, I showed that in human rights theory there is a clear distinction 

between strict duties (compliance is morally and sometimes also legally required) 

and loose duties (compliance is not morally or legally required, like charity). The 

duties which are correlative to human rights are strict duties, because they present 

justified rights-claims against duty-bearers. However, in the Confucianism tradition, 

the basis of moral responsibilities lies in one’s moral mind. The recognition of moral 

responsibilities does necessarily depend on the rights of others, but depends on the 

cultivation of the moral mind. Many responsibilities, such as the supererogatory 

actions of excellent persons, can actually be generated from one’s moral mind, but 

they are not universally applicable, in the sense of requiring compliance from 

everyone. Thus, the distinction between strict duties and loose duties is less clear in 

Confucianism. In section 6.3, I also suggested that due to the similarity in the 

centrality of realizing personhood, Confucianism could use the same standard as 

human rights theory, in reference to the identification of strict duties within 

Confucian ethics. The basic conditions of personhood-related capacities can be 

treated as rightful claims against governments and other persons. Of course, a full 

defense of this attempt at reconciliation is a more complicated project which should 
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incorporate a broader political reconstruction of Confucianism in modern times. But 

identifying the centrality of personhood is, I would claim, a plausible starting point 

for such a project. 

 

6.5  CONCLUSION  

 

Climate change is a challenging issue in thinking of intergenerational moral 

responsibility. Given the deteriorating environmental conditions which we find 

around us, intuitively, many people now believe that to a certain extent, present 

generations have a cross-generational responsibility towards future generations. 

However, how to explain this intuition, and what should we do for future generations? 

This dissertation has attempted to provide a systematic philosophical discussion 

about this issue, based on my interpretation of Confucianism and human rights 

theory.  

Although there are many challenging issues when applying our standard 

understanding of human rights to intergenerational relationships, I have defended 

that human rights theory is able to provide a plausible approach. My work starts with 

an interpretation of the meaning of human rights in general and the human rights of 

future generations in particular. The rights of future generations are future rights 

which can impose present duties on us, because it is morally problematic for us to 

impose harm on their basic human rights and let them live under undesirable 

conditions. According to the agency-based approach to human rights, our moral 

concerns to future generations should focus on agency-enabling conditions. For this 

reason, compared to other forms of inheritance that we could save for the future (e.g. 

cultural capital), ecological duties to provide them with a sustainable natural world 

have special moral significance. Because of the nature of climate change as an 

aggregative harm, these intergenerational responsibilities primarily fall on 

institutions (i.e. collective agents). The primary responsibility for individuals is to 

promote and sustain just institutions which can effectively avoid violations of the 

basic human rights of future generations.  
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Unlike human rights theory, existing studies of Confucianism have not yet paid 

sufficient attention to the issue of intergenerational responsibilities. My 

interpretation of Confucianism follows the Modern Confucian school. I defend this 

school, which addresses the cultivation of inner virtue as the most essential spirit of 

Confucianism, as the more promising one in dealing with moral issues in modern 

times. I argued that the concepts of Ren (humaneness/benevolence) and ShengSheng 

(ceaseless life-generating) comprise the basic moral foundation for the 

understanding of intergenerational relationships. According to my interpretation of 

intergenerational responsibility, I found that the virtue-based theory of responsibility 

in Confucianism and the rights-based theory of responsibility in the human rights 

approach, both place the concept of personhood at the centre of their justification. 

They both value the interests of individuals which are the necessary conditions for 

actualizing the distinctive capacities of human beings. This similarity has as a major 

consequence that they have overlapping views on what we owe to future generations. 

This similarity also reveals that there are diverse interpretations in both traditions, 

which have been overlooked in many of the existing comparative studies. The 

understanding in Confucianism of the significance of the interests of individuals is 

diverse, as are attempts within human rights theory to connect individual rights with 

communal goods.   

However, there are fundamental differences between the conceptions of 

personhood which Confucianism and the human rights theory have put forward, 

since they remain very distinctive moral traditions. Because of these different 

understandings of personhood, responsibilities in Confucianism and human rights 

theory have different features. In this chapter, I pointed out that personhood in human 

rights theory is conceptualized as requiring the capacities to form and actualize 

whatever purposes a person sets himself. This leaves many questions open of what 

is a worthwhile life for everyone. It is up to everyone to decide for themselves. As a 

result, the major focus of human rights theory is on protecting the rights which 

everyone deserves and the duties that everyone should obey. However, 

Confucianism advocates one particular meaning of life, i.e. to realize the potential 



516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng516965-L-bw-Teng
Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018Processed on: 13-2-2018 PDF page: 227PDF page: 227PDF page: 227PDF page: 227

Chapter 6: Two Concepts of Intergenerational Responsibility 

217 

 

to be a virtuous man. It requires more demanding responsibilities to actualize this 

purpose. However, those duties are less strict than the ones in the human rights 

approach. I also argued that, due to the similarities between both approaches with 

regard to the role of personhood, Confucianism can draw a clear line between strict 

and loose duties as well. And with a more proper investigation, Confucianism can 

transform its belief in the “universal attainability of personhood” into rightful claims 

that everyone could demand.  

The discussions so far have sufficiently shown that the modern reconstruction 

of Confucianism is not only a promising approach to reflect on contemporary moral 

issues, but that it can work alongside a human rights approach. In this study, I did 

not discuss the issue of whether and how to incorporate a concept of human rights 

within a modernized Confucianism. This would be significant for the political 

application of Confucianism in the modern world. However, this is a complicated 

project which lies beyond the scope of this project. However, I do believe that the 

arguments that I have already provided could contribute to enhancing the cross-

cultural discourse on the issue of intergenerational responsibilities. In addition, the 

comparison of different understandings of moral responsibilities to future 

generations also allows us to single out what is the most essential thing to do for the 

future. It also suggests how individual and institutional agents can come together to 

deal with climate change. Those results could serve as an important starting point for 

a project of constructing a truly ecological civilization. 
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Abbreviations  
 

 

AWG        The Ad Hoc Working Group on Further Commitments for Annex I 

Parties under the Kyoto Protocol 

CCCPC      Central Committee of the Communist Party of China 

CDM        Clean Development Mechanism 

COP         The Conference of the Parties 

GDP         Gross Domestic Product 

GEF         Global Environment Fund 

GHGs        Greenhouse Gases 

INC          Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 

IPCC         Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

JI            Joint implementation 

LULUCF      Land use, land use change and forestry 

NCCCC       National Coordination Committee on Climate Change 

NCCCG       National Climate Change Co-ordination Group 

NDRC        National Development and Reform Commission 

NEPA         National Environmental Protection Agency 

NLGCC       National Leading Group on Climate Change 

PGC          Principle of Generic Consistency 

SMA          State Meteorological Administration 

UNDP         United Nations Development Programme 

UNEP         United Nations Environment Programme 

UNFCCC      United Nation Framework Convention on Climate Change 

WCRP        The World Climate Research Programme 

WMO         The World Meteorological Organization 
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Samenvatting 
 

Klimaatverandering wordt in toenemende mate erkend als een intergenerationele 

kwestie. Dit komt doordat klimaatverandering in sommige gevallen onomkeerbare 

effecten heeft op de lange termijn, die zowel huidige als toekomstige generaties 

mogelijk in gevaar zullen brengen. Onze huidige uitstoot van broeikasgassen kan de 

wereldwijde temperatuur bepalen voor de komende 100 jaar en langer. 

Voorspellingen van onze toekomstige uitstoot verschillen wezenlijk, afhankelijk van 

sociaaleconomische ontwikkelingen en het klimaatbeleid. 

Door de aanname dat klimaatverandering grotendeels veroorzaakt wordt door 

de consumptie van fossiele brandstoffen beschouwt deze dissertatie 

klimaatverandering als een intergenerationele morele kwestie. Daarnaast bedreigt 

klimaatverandering de fundamentele belangen van mensen nu en in de toekomst, 

zoals hun gezondheid, hun leven, hun levensonderhoud, en hun kans op een redelijke 

levensstandaard.  

Deze dissertatie beoogt vanuit verschillende filosofische tradities filosofisch te 

onderzoeken hoe we de morele rechtvaardiging van deze intergenerationele 

verantwoordelijkheden beter kunnen begrijpen en waarom we het idee van morele 

verantwoordelijkheid jegens toekomstige generaties zouden moeten accepteren. Het 

systematisch onderzoek van dit onderwerp stelt ook de volgende gerelateerde vragen: 

welke verantwoordelijkheden hebben we jegens toekomstige generaties? Wie zou 

deze plichten moeten dragen, en hoe moeten deze verplichtingen jegens toekomstige 

generaties verdeeld worden? 

Deze vragen zullen worden benaderd in de context van de 

mensenrechtentheorie, die dominant is in het huidige morele discours dat ten 

grondslag ligt aan de Universele Verklaring van de Rechten van de Mens (UVRM) 

en in het internationaal recht en de internationale politiek. De andere benadering die 

ik in deze dissertatie zal hanteren is het confucianisme; een invloedrijke filosofische 

traditie in China en andere delen van Azië. Aangezien allebei deze benaderingen 
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bestaan uit verscheidene theorieën moet het onderzoek naar hun standpunten over 

intergenerationele relaties gegrond worden in een intensieve studie van het 

confucianisme en mensenrechtentheorie, en diens concepties van morele 

verantwoordelijkheid in het algemeen. Daarnaast ben ik geïnteresseerd in het 

vergelijken van deze twee benaderingen, om te onderzoeken hoe intergenerationele 

relaties benaderd worden vanuit deze twee ogenschijnlijk zeer verschillende 

normatieve uitganspunten. Deze vergelijking zal bijdragen aan een belangrijk 

normatief inzicht in ons hedendaags discours over de oplossingen voor 

klimaatverandering en andere milieuproblematiek. Het secundaire doel van deze 

vergelijking is om bij te dragen aan het toenemende debat in de comperatieve 

filosofie over de verhouding tussen het confucianisme en mensenrechtentheorie.  

Deze dissertatie bestaat uit zes hoofdstukken. Hoofdstuk 1 zal eerst een 

overzicht bieden van de ontwikkelingen in China's klimaatbeleid en de veranderende 

positie van de Chinese overheid in de onderhandelingen over klimaatbeleid 

gedurende de ontwikkeling van internationale discoursen. Dit hoofdstuk toont aan 

dat de Chinese overheid vanaf 2010 steeds actiever en positiever is geworden ten 

aanzien van hun inzet om de uitstoot van broeikasgassen te reduceren. Deze 

transformatie vond plaats in de context van een strategische beslissing om een 

'ecologische beschaving' te promoten.   De transformatie naar deze ecologische 

beschaving vereiste een fundamentele verandering van de ontwikkelingsbenadering 

en China's huidige waardensysteem. Het vereiste tevens een commitment aan het 

afwegen van de belangen van huidige en toekomstige generaties. De betekenis van 

deze intergenerationele relaties blijft echter nog steeds ambigu. 

De volgende twee hoofdstukken zijn gewijd aan een onderzoek naar de positie 

van mensenrechtentheorie ten aanzien van intergenerationele 

verantwoordelijkheden. Het doel is te beargumenteren dat mensenrechtentheorie een 

adequate rechtvaardiging zou kunnen geven van morele verplichtingen jegens 

toekomstige generaties. Hoofdstuk 2 richt zich in de eerste plaats op het onderzoeken 

van de betekenis van mensenrechten voor toekomstige generaties. Dit onderzoek 

vindt plaats aan de hand van een op persoonlijke identiteit/ handelingsvermogen 
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(personhood/ agency) gebaseerde benadering van mensenrechten. Deze benadering 

stelt dat mensenrechten bedoeld zijn om de noodzakelijke voorwaarden voor ons 

normatieve handelingsvermogen – de capaciteit van actoren om te kiezen en te 

handelen op basis van hun eigen keuzes – te beschermen. Als antwoord op het 'non-

existentie probleem' zal in dit hoofdstuk beargumenteerd worden dat 

klimaatverandering de toekomstige rechten van toekomstige generaties in gevaar 

brengt. Daarnaast zal worden beargumenteerd dat deze toekomstige rechten ons 

plichten kunnen opleggen, omdat het onafhankelijk van wie er in de toekomst zal 

worden geboren moreel verwerpelijk is om toekomstige generaties van de 

noodzakelijke voorwaarden van hun normatieve handelingsvermogen te beroven.  

Hoofdstuk 3 richt zich op correlatieve verplichtingen jegens toekomstige 

generaties. Dit hoofdstuk toont aan dat onze verantwoordelijkheden jegens 

toekomstige generaties volgens de op handelingsvermogen (agency) gebaseerde 

benadering bestaan uit het bieden van de garantie dat leden van toekomstige 

generaties toegang zullen hebben tot adequate voorwaarden en middelen om 

normatieve actoren te kunnen zijn. Meer specifiek zal worden beweerd dat wat we 

toekomstige generaties verschuldigd zijn verder gaat dan alleen het creëren van 

rechtvaardige instituties en de distributie van allerlei soorten kapitaal. Dit hoofdstuk 

onderschrijft de specificiteit van ecologische verplichtingen jegens toekomstige 

generaties. Voor de distributie van deze intergenerationele plichten over 

verschillende morele actoren biedt het promoten van de primaire rol van 

institutionele plichten een plausibele oplossing voor klimaatverandering als een 

collectief falen. De verplichtingen van individuen bestaan uit het promoten en in 

stand houden van rechtvaardige instituties. Daarnaast hebben individuele actoren 

ook secundaire plichten om, wanneer de instituties zouden falen, hun eigen uitstoot 

van broeikasgassen te reduceren. 

Hoofdstuk 4 en 5 richten zich op het onderzoek naar het confucianisme. In 

hoofdstuk 4 verdedig ik de interpretatie van het confucianisme in lijn met de 

'moderne school' van confucianisme, in tegenstelling tot de confucianistische 'rollen-

ethiek'. De confucianistische rollen-ethiek beweert dat morele 
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verantwoordelijkheden afgeleid zijn uit onze sociale rol en relevante sociale 

principes. Volgens het moderne confucianisme komen onze morele 

verantwoordelijkheden echter voort uit het cultiveren van onze innerlijke deugd. Het 

argument hiervoor is gebaseerd op een specifieke interpretatie van het confucianisme, 

die gericht is op de cultivatie van de menselijke natuur en de menselijke geest, en 

diens significantie in de moderne maatschappij.  

In lijn met deze interpretatie van het confucianisme en deze betekenis van 

morele verantwoordelijkheid wordt in hoofdstuk 5 de visie van het confucianisme 

op intergenerationele relaties besproken. Dit hoofdstuk biedt drie argumenten om 

deze intergenerationele verantwoordelijkheid te rechtvaardigen. Ten eerste kan het 

confucianistische concept van morele verantwoordelijkheid verder reiken dan enkel 

het huidige menselijke leven, vanwege de spirituele dimensie van dit concept.  

Deze spirituele dimensie impliceert dat morele verantwoordelijkheid niet alleen gaat 

over het harmoniseren van sociale relaties, maar dat morele verantwoordelijkheid 

fundamenteel gerelateerd is aan de realisatie van iemands eigen innerlijke morele 

kracht. Ten tweede kunnen we intergenerationele morele verantwoordelijkheden in 

het confucianisme begrijpen in relatie tot de deugd van 'ShengSheng' 

(onophoudelijke levens-generatie/ceaseless life-generation). ShengSheng is de aard 

en het doel van het universum en alle wezens. Dit is verenigd met de innerlijke deugd 

van 'Ren' (humaniteit/medemenselijkheid). Volgens het confucianisme hebben de 

onophoudelijke levens-genererende toekomstige wereld en de toekomstige 

humaniteit dus morele significantie voor ons huidige leven. Ten derde hebben we 

volgens dit ideaal de verantwoordelijkheid om de vitaliteit van de wereld te 

beschermen, en om toekomstige generaties te beschermen en in staat te stellen hun 

natuur te verwezenlijken.  

Gebaseerd op deze interpretaties van morele verantwoordelijkheid zal in 

hoofdstuk 6 het begrip van morele verantwoordelijkheid in de mensenrechtentheorie 

en het confucianisme verder worden vergeleken. Deze vergelijking begint met het 

vaststellen van een belangrijke overeenkomst, namelijk: dat het concept van 

persoonlijke identiteit (personhood) in beide theorieën een belangrijke rol speelt. 
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Daarnaast rechtvaardigen beide theorieën morele verantwoordelijkheden door een 

beroep te doen op het idee van persoonlijke identiteit. Ze delen de opvatting dat elk 

persoon de mogelijkheid zou moeten hebben om de unieke capaciteiten van de 

persoonlijke identiteit, die de morele status van mensen definieert, te kunnen 

verwezenlijken. Om die reden zouden onze plichten jegens anderen gebaseerd 

moeten worden op de verwezenlijking van de persoonlijke identiteit. Deze 

overeenkomst duidt op twee inzichten: aan de ene kant vereist de realisatie van de 

persoonlijke identiteit en de gerelateerde individuele belangen een vergelijkbare 

hoeveelheid aandacht in beide benaderingen. Aan de andere kant maakt deze 

overeenkomstigheid het voor beide benaderingen mogelijk om zowel positieve als 

negatieve plichten jegens anderen te accepteren. Deze twee benaderingen 

rechtvaardigen verantwoordelijkheid en diens handhaving echter op zeer 

verschillende wijze, vanwege verschillende concepties van 'persoonlijke identiteit'. 

Deze dissertatie toont aan dat deze twee concepties van morele verantwoordelijkheid 

overlappen ten aanzien van wat ze beschouwen als het juiste object van plichten, 

maar de op deugd gebaseerde conceptie van verantwoordelijkheid bevat bijkomstige 

betekenissen. In het confucianisme zijn intergenerationele verantwoordelijkheden 

ook direct van toepassing op het behouden van een duurzame natuurlijke wereld, 

door de erkenning van de intrinsieke waarde van het levens-genererende proces zelf. 

Daarom is de op deugd gebaseerde verantwoordelijkheid veeleisender dan de notie 

van verantwoordelijkheid in de mensenrechtentheorie, en heeft deze in de toepassing 

een ander beeld van handhaving. 

Kortom, deze dissertatie poogt twee concepties van intergenerationele 

verantwoordelijkheid te bieden aan de hand van mijn interpretatie van 

mensenrechtentheorie en van het confucianisme. De vergelijking van deze twee 

benaderingen leidt tot de conclusie dat beide benaderingen de opvatting delen dat 

het meest essentiële dat we moeten doen voor ieder persoon, inclusief toekomstige 

generaties, is om de voorwaarden voor de realisatie van de aan persoonlijke identiteit 

gerelateerde capaciteiten in stand te houden. Ondanks het feit dat beide benaderingen 

een zeer verschillend begrip van persoonlijke identiteit hanteren, bestaat er een 
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overlappende consensus over waar ieder persoon van voorzien zou moeten worden. 

Deze resultaten zouden kunnen dienen als een belangrijk beginpunt voor een project 

over de constructie van een ecologische beschaving.  

Daarnaast biedt deze dissertatie een bepaald perspectief dat de relatie tussen 

mensenrechtentheorie en confucianisme blootlegt. Omdat de realisatie van 

persoonlijke identiteit centraal staat zou het confucianisme een concept van rechten 

niet uitsluiten. Sterker nog, ik denk dat het erkennen van het belang van de 

persoonlijke identiteit de modernisering van het confucianisme in staat stelt om een 

concept van mensenrechten te omarmen. Hierop doorgaand: de noodzakelijke 

voorwaarden voor het confucianistische ideaal van het realiseren van persoonlijke 

identiteit zouden kunnen worden getransformeerd tot een rechtmatige claim van 

ieder persoon tegen de overheid en tegen andere medemensen. Het project om een 

concept van rechten in de confucianistische traditie te incorporeren behoeft echter 

nog een uitgebreidere studie van beide theorieën. Dat vereist bijvoorbeeld een extra 

onderzoek naar de potentiële mogelijkheden van het confucianisme om liberale 

ideeën te omarmen. Deze vragen vallen echter buiten de grenzen van deze dissertatie.  
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中文概述 
 

气候变化从本质上是一个代际之间的伦理问题。这是由于气候的变化具有严

重的滞后效应。具体言之，当今的全球变暖是由于工业革命以来，温室气体排

放的急剧增加而形成的。而目前我们所排放的温室气体将长时间集聚在大气

当中，并对未来的全球气候产生深远的影响。这些影响有可能会让我们的后代

陷入严峻的生存或发展危机之中。并且在某些时候，我们对环境所造成的危害

是不可逆的。以往的研究显示，如果当代人采取不同的社会经济和气候政策，

未来的温室气体排放量以及全球气候的状况会因为当前不同的选择而产生很

大的差异。因此，我们越来越无法忽视这种跨越代际的道德问题。 

本研究将气候变化理解为一个代际间的道德问题是基于两个基本的研究

预设：其一，我们相信气候变化主要是由人类活动中消耗化石燃料而产生的温

室气体引起的。其二，气候变化威胁着人类的根本利益，这包括对人类的健康、

生命和合理的物质生活的危害。 

本研究试图从哲学的角度探讨代际责任的概念及其正当性的问题。研究

的主要目标在于，通过对不同道德传统的阐述，探讨从现有的道德规范体系中

发展出代际道德责任的可能性。并在此基础之上，寻求当代人应该接受这种责

任的道德原因以及实践的途径和方式。同时，对这个话题的系统分析还需要包

括如下相关问题：我们对后代负有什么样的责任？哪些道德主体应该是代际

责任的承担者？这些责任应该如何在不同的道德主体间分配，等等。本书对这

些问题的探究是建立在对权利理论和儒家思想的分析基础之上的。选择这两

种理论是因为，权利的概念在当今国际法律和政治中占据着主导的地位。而儒

家思想则是在中国乃至亚洲其他地区具有重要影响的哲学传统。由于两种学

术思想中都包含着许多不同的流派，想要解读其中代际关系的意义，就必须首

先对其核心观念和道德责任的概念进行研究。基于此，本书分别分析了以权利

为基础和以美德为基础的代际关系和代际责任。最终，笔者还对两种代际道德

责任进行了比较分析。这一研究成果可以为当今关于气候变化和其他环境问

题的跨文化对话提供一个重要切入点。与此同时，笔者也希望该研究能够对儒

学和权利理论在比较哲学中日益激烈的争论提供新的思路。 
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全书共分六个章节。第一章的目的在于为接下来的理论分析提供一个必

要的研究背景。本章对近三十年来中国气候政策的发展以及中国政府在国际

气候谈判中立场的变化进行了梳理和分析。这一章的研究显示，自 2010 年，

中国政府在制定温室气体减排的承诺问题上变得更加主动和积极。这种转变

是在中国国内开展生态文明建设的国家战略决策背景下出现的。向生态文明

的转型要求一种全面的生产方式和生活方式的转变，特别是价值体系的根本

转变。在这场转变中，一个重要的问题就是如何平衡当代人和后代人的利益。

然而，如何在我国现有的哲学传统中发展出代际关系的含义和论证代际责任

的正当性等问题，仍然是学术研究的空白。 

接下来的两个章节集中对权利理论及其在代际责任问题中的主要观点进

行了系统的论述。研究意在反驳那些认为权利理论不能为代际问题提供合理

的哲学依据的观点。第二章首先考察权利理论是如何探讨“后代的人权”这个

概念的。首先，通过研究论证，笔者认为，在目前学界对权利的众多哲学分析

中，以格沃兹(Gewirth)和格里芬(Griffin)为代表的以人格/道德主体为基础

的权利理论(personhood-based/agency-based approach)，为人类的权利提供

了一个最为合理的哲学解释。该理论认为，人类作为道德主体，其本质在于每

个人都具有构建并执行自己的选择和意图的能力。人类权利的提出是为了保

障每个道德主体都能够有机会、有条件实现这些和人的本质相关的能力。延续

这一基本观点，笔者认为，保护每个道德主体基本权利的这一目的能够为代际

间的道德责任提供有力的依据。有的学者认为权利的概念无力回应代际关系

间的道德考量，是因为权利和义务的关系往往描述的是同时代的人与人之间

的道德关系。与此同时，在后代的问题中，该理论还要面临道德主体不存在的

问题(non-existence problem)和不确定是否能伤害到某一个未来个体的问题

（non-identity problem），等等。应对各种质疑，本章研究指出，气候变化

将危及后代的未来权利。而这种未来权利可以跨越代际而形成当代人的道德

责任。这是因为，如果我们的行为和决定会剥夺未来人成为道德主体的基本条

件，那么这些行为和决定是应该受到道德谴责的。因此，权利的概念可以成为

代际责任的理论基础。 

第三章转向论述权利为基础的道德义务。从以人格/道德主体为基础的权

利理论出发，我们对后代的道德义务在于，保障后代可以获得足以成为道德主
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体的基本条件和资源。根据这一基本原则，当代人应该为后代所做的是建立一

套将他们的权利也纳入道德考量的公正机制，并且为他们保留各种必要的资

源。然而，与其他资源相比，自然资源和良好的自然生活环境是人格形成和实

践的必要条件。因此，生态义务（ecological responsibility）应该在代际

道德责任中具有特殊的意义和地位。关于道德的分配，根据权利理论，我们对

后代的这些责任应该主要由政府或相关机构承担。个人的责任则是去促进和

维护公正的体制，并且监督政府或相关机构实现代际责任。如果这些机构没有

完成他们应有的责任，作为弥补，个人道德主体则应该直接对后代负责任。在

气候变化的问题中，这种个人的直接责任可以是主动的节能减排。 

第四章和第五章讨论儒家思想对代际责任的看法。第四章首先对儒家思

想的核心观点以及道德责任的概念做了一个综合的阐述。这一章支持唐君毅、

牟宗三等学者为代表的心性儒学对儒家思想的解读。笔者对该学派的分析是

相对于以安乐哲(Roger Ames)为代表的儒家角色伦理学派展开的。儒家角色

伦理学派认为，道德责任来源于每个人不同的社会角色。然而笔者认为，责任

从根源上是人在修养内在德性过程中而形成的。社会角色会对道德责任产生

外在影响，但是道德实践的基础则是人之内在心性。 

根据这些基本观点，第五章具体阐述了儒家思想对代际关系和代际间道

德责任的解释。有观点认为，儒家思想仅仅关注当下的人与人之间的道德关系，

从而很难发展出代际间的道德关系。本章提供了三个主要论点来反驳这一观

点。其一，儒家思想可以超越当下的社会关系而形成对未来的道德考量。这是

因为道德责任在儒家思想中具有精神层面的意义。也就是说，道德责任的意义

不仅仅是协调社会关系，而更重要的是，实践责任是实现自身内在道德力量的

根本方式。其二，当代人与后代的道德关系可以从儒家的生生之德来理解。生

生之德是宇宙万物的本性和目的。仁心是人类对生生之德的特殊表达。因此，

生生不息的未来世界和生生不息的人文精神对我们现在的生活具有重要的道

德意义。其三，根据儒家思想的基本原则，我们对未来的道德责任是保留生生

不息的自然世界，并且为后代实现他们的仁之本性提供基本的条件。 

根据以上的研究结果，第六章进一步对权利理论和儒家思想中的道德责

任的概念进行比较研究。本章首先指出两种理论的一个重要相似点，那就是对

人格的尊重。在两种理论中，道德责任的概念都是以对人格的尊重为根本基础
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的。尊重人格即是保障每个人都有机会实现其作为道德主体的基本能力。因此，

两种道德责任的核心都在于追求人格的实现。这一共同点意味着：一方面，人

格的实现和对与之相关的基本利益的保护在两个理论当中都占据核心的地位。

因此，笔者认为儒家思想是不可以忽略或超越个人利益而谈社会和天下的和

谐的。另一方面，这个相似点让两种理论都有可能接受消极责任和积极责任。

因此，笔者还认为强调个人权利并不意味着走向封闭的和原子化的个人主义。

但是，由于权利理论和儒家思想对人格的概念本身有着完全不同的诠释，两种

理论在论证责任的路径和责任的强制力以及责任的范围等问题上有着非常不

同的见解。 

总而言之，本书通过对权利理论和儒家思想的研究，提出了两种代际道德

责任的概念。比较研究得出了如下的结论：两种理论都认为道德责任最核心的

意义在于保护每个人实现与人格本质相关的能力，或更进一步为他人提供发

展该能力的一些必要条件。尽管两种理论对什么是人格本质的理解不尽相同，

但是权利理论和儒家思想都将道德的最核心问题都放在了对每个人人格的尊

重。这一共同点也应成为生态文明建设以及相关问题的道德关注与政策制定

的出发点。 

此外，本研究从代际道德责任的角度出发，重新诠释了权利理论和儒家思

想的关系。本书意在说明权利理论和儒家思想并非如以往研究中所描述的那

样对立和不相容。因为人格的概念在儒家思想中的重要性，儒家思想与权利的

概念不应该相互排斥。笔者相信通过更加系统的研究分析，儒家思想在现代话

语中可以发展出一套独特的权利的理论。然而，这一话题已经超出了本研究的

范围。 
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