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Aristotle, Confucius and Moral Education:
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Abstract: In his paper, Huang Yong focuses on the Aristotelian principle of distributive justice, “justice
according to virtues.” According to this principle, just distribution (mainly distribution of political
offices and honors) is to distribute things to people who deserve them, i.e., to people who have relevant
virtues to realize the ends of the things being distributed. For example, the best violin should be given
to the best violinist. Here, the purpose or end of the violin is for play, and the best violinist, in virtue
of his or her superb performing art (virtue), can best realize this end of the violin. Similarly, the end of
political community is to cultivate the civic virtues of its people, and so its offices and honors should
be given to those who possess special civic virtues, which enable them to make appropriate laws to
facilitate people in acquiring civic virtues. In this respect, while Huang does see an important similarity
between Confucianism and Aristotelianism (and thus an important difference between Confucianism
on the one hand and utilitarianism and liberalism on the other), he emphasizes their differences. For
Aristotle, political leaders make people virtuous by establishing and implementing punitive laws, while
for Confucians, political leaders achieve this goal through virtues and rituals. Here, Huang pays attention
to Aristotle’s claim that people obey the laws and not arguments, punishment and not a sense of honor.
However, while Aristotelians do still think laws play important role in making people virtuous, they
believe that such laws don’t have to be punitive. For example, there can be laws about public education,
for example the law that requires public school curriculum to include civic education. Such laws can
help students acquire virtues. However, it can hardly be said that students receive any threat of harm
in this process (if at all, it is perhaps the schools and their heads that may be threatened with harm for
not enforcing the law). However, another difference that Huang Yong highlights may indeed exist: for
Aristotle, those who deserve the highest political offices and honors are people who have superb civie
virtues, i.e. skills and ability to make laws regarding the common good. For Confucius, however, they are

people who have moral virtues that everyone needs in order to be an non-defective human being.
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Author: Michael Sandel gained his BA and MA from Brandeis University in 1975. In 1980, he earned his
PhD from Oxford University and since 1981 has been teaching at Harvard University. In 2003 he became
a member of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences. In 2008, he was recognized by American Political
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visiting professor at the Sorbonne. His main areas of research include political philosophy, jurisprudence,
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Engineering; Justice: What's Right Thing to Do, and What Money Cannot Buy: The Moral Limits of the
Markets.
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