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Uprightening the Non-Upright: A New
Interpretation of Analects (13.18)

Huang Yong

Abstract: In the Analects, Confucius does not recommend to disclose one's father stealing a sheep,
claiming that zhi lies within it. This passage has become the focus of a heated and prolonged debate
among Chinese scholars in the last decade. Some understand zhi as “upright”, which requires the son to
disclose his father stealing a sheep, while others understand it as “straightforward,” which explains why
the son does not disclose it. However, Confucius does not say whether non-disclosure is zhi or not, but
only says that zhi lies in the non-disclosure. A proper understanding of zhi 15 to straighten the crooked,
or uprighten the non-upright. 8o what Confucius means is that the upright son ought to make his
non-upright father upright. The best way to do so is to remonstrate his father against his wrongdoing,
and the best environment for the successful remonstration can be provided by non-disclosure of his
father's wrongdoing. That is why Confucius says that uprightness lies in the non-disclosure. This view
of Confucius' indicates that he has a unique view of wrongdoers. In contemporary legal philosophy,
there is a debate between utilitarianism and retributive theory on the issue of punishment. While both
think that punishment is needed, they have different reasons: the former claims that punishment is
needed to deter the wrongdoer and other potential wrongdoers from doing the same again, while the
latter argues that it is needed to return the same degree of harm to the wrongdoer that he inflicts upon
his victims to restore balance. In contrast, Confucius holds a restorative theory: since the wrongdoer
causes harm to his own internal well-being when causing harm to the external well-being of the victim,
what is needed to do to the wrongdoer is to cure him of the harm caused to himself so that his internal
well-being can be restored. The advantage of the Confucius’s restoration model is that it can avoid
the respective problems of both the utilitarian and retributive models, while realizing their respective
goals: when the wrongdoer's internal well-being is restored, he will not commit the wrongdoing again

(the utilitarian goal) and try to make any possible compensation to his victim (the retributive goal).
Keywords: mutual non-disclosure of wrongdoings among family members; uprightness; filial piety
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