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Abstract

This paper examines Rawls’s idea of the original position, argues for a
fine-tuning of that idea, and proposes a Confucian revision of the principles of justice
as fairness. My argument also reveals a limitation of Rawls’s approach to intractable
value conflict and deep disagreement — namely, that it fails to detect, and thus pays no
attention to, the fact that there are always self-defeating forces implicit in modern
democratic processes. I argue for an idea of civic philosophy, and develop a

Confucian version of civic philosophy, to overcome that limitation.

Keywords: Confucianism, democracy, pluralism, reason, Rawls
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Long Summary

The framework that guides the present research comprises the following
statements: (1) that constitutional democracy, so far as we know it from human
civilization, is the best form of government; (2) that value pluralism is a
characteristic of the public culture of a free and democratic society; (3) that an
in-depth philosophical discourse based on, and motivated from, Taiwan’s
democracy will have a positive impact on the movement of rethinking and
rebuilding what is fundamentally valuable and worth embracing in, and for, the
Chinese-speaking world; and (4) that it is important to see how a sense of
democratic civic culture can be cultivated and developed in the traditional soil.
In addition to (1)-(4), I choose Rawls’s political liberalism as a reference point
for rethinking traditional Confucian ideas, and avail myself of the findings from
cognitive science and moral psychology to develop a discourse strategy suitable
for the present study. It is worth noting, moreover, that, as the discourse unfolds,
the reference point will eventually be displaced by an idea of civic philosophy.

Taiwan is a young democracy, and has begun to face problems of value
conflict and socially divisive political disagreement. One conspicuous problem is
that people who uphold different values are losing patience over how to reason
with one another about public and political issues. There are several reasons that
lead to this problematic situation. One of the reasons, I think, is philosophical. At
the risk of oversimplification, it may briefly be characterized as follows. When
people frame the contested issues differently, especially when their viewpoints
are radically different from one another, one party’s reason may not count as a
reason at all from another party’s point of view, and the barriers to mutual
understanding seem insurmountable. If one party cherishes traditional
Confucian values and the other espouses liberal ideals, it is no surprise that they
come to frame issues and reason about them differently. Of course, the actual
contestations are a lot more complex, and involve social, political, and economic
interests. This paper focuses on the reason aspect of the problematic situation,
and makes an attempt to develop a Confucian version of civic philosophy. Its

main task is to show that we can delineate a perspective of civic discourse,
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reframe philosophical issues from that perspective, and articulate a new way of
doing philosophy that hopefully holds promise for ameliorating the lack of
mutual understanding in a pluralistic and value conflict democratic society.
More specifically, in this paper [ examine Rawls’s idea of the original
position, argue for a fine-tuning of that idea, and propose a Confucian revision of
the principles of justice as fairness. [ endorse Rawls’s first principle of justice,
and accept the principle of fair equality of opportunity, but argue for the
replacement of the difference principle with a sufficiency requirement and a
separation between political and economic powers. Let us call the sufficiency
requirement and the separation of political and economic powers the “SS
principle.” Assuming that the first principle of justice and the principle of fair
equality of opportunity are in place, the SS principle is designed to ensure the
development of broad strategies and institutional settings for establishing and
sustaining the socioeconomic conditions that empower local networks and make
civic engagement and the exercise of basic liberties and rights affordable for all.
My argument also reveals a limitation of Rawls’s approach to intractable
value conflict and deep political disagreement - namely, that it fails to detect,
and thus pays no attention to, the fact that there are always self-defeating forces
implicit in modern democratic processes. I argue for an idea of civic philosophy,
and develop a Confucian version of civic philosophy, to overcome that limitation.
Although the idea resists easy summary, it is worth highlighting a major point
here. The basic dilemma of a democracy facing intractable value conflicts and
deep political disagreements is that people who hold different views may
eventually give up reasoning with one another, and engage in manipulative
strategies of winning elections or getting political power. As citizens of a
constitutional democracy, we owe each other justifying reasons for political
actions. A democratic process that defies the honest practice of giving and asking
for reasons will degenerate into power struggles. However, in the case of deep
political disagreement, it is the very practice of giving and asking for reasons that
is in danger. A Rawlsian may propose that we use public reason to solve or
dissolve the dilemma. However, instead of solving or dissolving the dilemma, the
Rawlsian proposal draws attention away from the serious problems that are

likely to arise from the dilemma. The Confucian version of civic philosophy
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developed in this paper suggests that we directly confront the dilemma. It
acknowledges that the dilemma is here to stay, but proposes a dialogical way of
fine-tuning and living with it. The dialogical confrontation is set for initiating a
philosophical exploration into the horizon of the pluralistic age.

We are living in an age of value-conflict pluralism, and are beginning to see
that our capacity for mutual understanding and being reasonable to each other
seems to be reaching its limit. Philosophical studies are particularly challenging
in this age of pluralism, in that no matter how deep your philosophical insights
are, and no matter how rigorous your arguments come to be, it is to be
anticipated that somewhere someone will hold a philosophical position
diametrically opposed to yours, and his/her position, too, is motivated by, and
based on, deep philosophical insights with rigorous supportive arguments. I take
the dialogical confrontation of Confucianism and Rawls’s political liberalism as
an illustrative example of reframing philosophical issues and argumentation in a
way that may make us ready for mutually understanding each other and, at the
same time, recognizing that the opposite stance can be insightful and well
supported. One may still aspire to come up with a robust, comprehensive, and
true theory to edge out other philosophical positions. Indeed, that has been a
human hope for more than two millennia. The idea of civic philosophy as
illustrated in this paper suggests that, given today’s epistemic and political
situation, we may as well initiate a different approach and engage dialogically on

the pluralistic horizon.



