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It is increasingly common to find the ethical vision of the Analects compared with virtue ethics.  While this comparison is sometimes historically oriented, featuring, for example, in works comparing Aristotle and Confucius,
 Bryan Van Norden and Edward Slingerland employ more recent discussions of virtue ethics to promote a virtue ethical reading of the text.
  Although Van Norden and Slingerland differ in some of their assessments, their methodology reflects what a standard virtue ethical reading would seem to require.  Both seek to establish the requisite elements of a virtue ethic and subsequently demonstrate that the Analects contains these elements.  Van Norden observes, for example, that the Analects displays the critically important conceptual structures of a virtue ethics:  an account of human flourishing, an identifiable catalog of specific virtues that promote flourishing, a program for ethical cultivation, and a philosophical anthropology.
  I concur with these scholars’ general conclusion, that the Analects is virtue ethical in character.  However, I worry that assigning emphasis to the theoretical components of virtue ethics may elide something foundationally important about the process through which the Analects’ arrives at its vision of virtue.  I suspect that the Analects offers a virtue ethics that is exemplarist in character and, if this is correct, it should markedly influence the way in which we both read the text and understand the conceptual schemata of its ethical vision.  

Many scholars of the Analects recognize the formidable role played by the moral exemplars depicted in the text.  There are few who write about the Analects’ ethical vision without making some appeal to its exemplars, and to Confucius in particular.  Sor-hoon Tan has recently analyzed the role of exemplars in the text and observes that the prevalence and vivacity of moral exemplars in the Analects indicates a robust commitment to a moral psychology in which imagination plays a signal role.
  The text’s presentation of “paradigmatic characters” implicitly enjoins the moral learner to engage her imaginative powers, powers that are, Tan observes, often more important for moral learning than reasoning:  “Rational argumentation is secondary to the presentation of paradigmatic characters to move us to emulate them.  Imagination is crucial to the process of understanding because it is able to give more weight to particularities and because of its closer relation to the emotions and desires.”
  Tan’s argument rests on the observation that the ethical cultivation both endorsed and modeled in the Analects requires a willingness on the part of the moral learner to be commanded by exemplary others, to find the full complement of human capacities – from emotion to desire to understanding – engaged by her imaginative identification with them.  

What I offer here may be understood in some measure to press Tan’s analysis further.  Where her focus is the role of the exemplar in personal cultivation, I suggest for the exemplar a role more ambitious still.  The exemplars of the Analects, I maintain, are the origin of its theoretical vision.  From them, the text’s various conceptual schemata emerge.   In making this suggestion, I am much influenced by the recent work of Linda Zagzebski.  While Zagzebski’s work aims ultimately to provide a distinctively Christian exemplarist virtue ethic, I believe its application to the Analects promises fruitful insight.  Indeed, I believe it stands to render explicit what many readers of the Analects intuitively apprehend:  the moral exemplars of the Analects are not merely important, but indispensable and necessary to its ethical vision.  
I.  Exemplarism
Before describing an exemplarist rendering of the Analects, a brief account of Zagzebski’s framework is necessary.
  Zagzebski argues that an exemplarist virtue ethics begins with observation not theorizing.  Rather than establishing fixed descriptive conceptual schemata for virtue to which any relevant models will conform, exemplarism initiates an understanding of virtue with the suspicion that virtue is like that, where “that” refers to some person of our acquaintance whom we believe to be virtuous.  We do not, that is, conceive a set of criteria for the virtuous person and subsequently identify relevant examples of virtuous people based on their perceived adherence to our criteria.  Instead we begin without fixed criteria or concepts, employing direct reference, pointing to what we mean as it features in our experience.
  For example, we often, without explicit or articulate reasons, admire others.  Exemplarism locates in such responses to others the embryonic beginnings of theory:  our admiration of this person opens the possibility of formalizing in more abstract, conceptual terms what features of human beings are generally worthy of admiration.  Our unmediated experiences of admiration function to found the abstract mediating criteria for admiration we ultimately seek.  Such is to allow that “often we do not know the nature of the thing we are defining, and yet we do know how to construct a definition that links up with its nature.”
  Put simply, people may with some reasonable confidence identify virtuous exemplars in the absence of, and prior to, an account of virtue.  They cannot define virtue, but they can with some success point to a virtuous person as virtuous when they encounter her, and this ability to point to the virtuous can inaugurate theory.  

The advantages of direct reference generally – whether it is employed in the domain of ethics or elsewhere – rest on its obviation of the need for precise definition or elaborate conceptual schemata before the work of understanding can begin.  With direct reference, that is, “competent speakers of the language can use terms to refer successfully to the right things without going through a descriptive meaning.”
  Where ethical theory is our target, reliance on such practical competency, the ability to begin with the exemplar in the absence of a satisfying general descriptive account of virtue to mediate, is a decided asset.   As Zagzebski observes, ethical theories often stall where we must first devise a satisfying conceptual foundation for thinking about virtue.  They are prey to conceptual circularity, with each concept grounded in others within the evaluative domain, or must find foundation for value in “allegedly nonevaluative” domains, “typically, human nature, rationality, or the will of God.”
   Exemplarism starts elsewhere, beginning with exemplars and sourcing the conceptual in just those specific characters we believe with some confidence to model virtue:  the conceptual takes root in the example.  The virtuous person is that and the theoretical charge rests in devising a satisfying account of what our various instances of that share.  Put another way, exemplarism not only acknowledges that we have pretheoretical conditions that a satisfying moral theory must meet, it locates one of these conditions – that theory answer to our commonplace experiences of admiration for exemplars – as the “ground” from which theory arises.
  What I wish to suggest is that the Analects appears to operate in just this way.

Because I cannot, in this brief study, assay all one might offer in support of an exemplarist reading of the Analects, what I propose here is but a way to begin, a cursory map of how such a reading will direct understanding of the text and where it might lead.  The route I suggest can be considered an alternative path, a way of conceiving the structure and logic of the text that in some ways inverts our more typical understanding of the relation between the text’s narrative elements and more abstract claims.  In proposing this inversion, I cannot claim decisive evidence.  Just as there is no single passage or group of passages that decisively confirm a “standard” virtue ethical reading, neither is there a passage or group of passages that will confirm exemplarism.  My approach may be understood to pursue two related strategies. 

First, I maintain that exemplarism better renders into a coherent whole what might otherwise seem to be somewhat disparate features of the text.  The composition and structure of the Analects requires of course that we entertain a level of complexity unusual in moral theory literature.  There is likely no singular account that will capture all that the various strata and voices of the text offer.  However, exemplarism does promise to bring considerable explanatory power to bear on how many of the most prominent features of the text seam together into a coherent whole.

Second, while the text contains features I believe operate well within an exemplarist paradigm, I also take what the text does not say as significant.  While it is surely always a perilous strategy to argue affirmatively for a position based upon what a text does not say, I nonetheless suggest that some of the Analects’ silences are telling.  Interpreters of the text must perhaps inevitably rely on plausible inferences to make a case for any particular systematic and theoretical reading.  While my account rests on such inferences, I suggest that an exemplarist reading requires fewer inferences than standard virtue ethical approaches.  It requires us to assume less about the purposes of the text and to treat fewer of the text’s silences as potentially troubling “omissions” or “gaps.”     

II.  Seaming Together the Text’s Features
An exemplarist reading promises to weave a more pleasing and robust fabric of some of the Analects most prominent features.  One distinctive feature of the Analects is its devoted mixing of more abstract ethical claims with rich narrative detail about the lives of the dramatic personae of the text.  We learn from it not only what Confucius said, but what he did, how he conducted himself in a variety of experiences and settings.  Even where we attend exclusively to what Confucius says, he frequently invites us to consider the doings of others.  To read the Analects is to encounter a rich assembly of people, from the familiar stock heroes of early Chinese history to the students who struggle to apply Confucius’ instructions for self-cultivation and learning.  What I suggest is that our more typical manner of seeing these figures as a mechanism for enlivening the text’s more abstract doctrines fundamentally misunderstands their function and consequently fails to capture the text’s logic.  The individuals so often colorfully described in the text do not give flesh to its ethical concepts; they are the origins of its concepts.  
To locate the conceptual in the exemplar is to say that whatever virtue may be, it will exhibit features something like what we encounter in the Duke of Zhou
 and Yan Hui.
  Likewise, whatever moral failure may be, it will look something like what we see in the Ji family
 and Zaiwo.
  The Analects points our attention to these figures and what it says more generally about virtue and vice emerges from the examples they offer. They are not, that is, examples that illustrate notions of flourishing and failure antecedently conceived, but are the genesis of these notions.  The more abstract and general claims of the text reflect an effort to craft criteria and conceptual schemata that elaborate on pretheoretical responses to these people.  Confucius avers that he offers but “one corner” and leaves it to the learner to infer the other three.
  What I suggest is that the “corner” most obviously in play in the Analects is its exemplars.
One of the most potent strategies for self-cultivation presented in the Analects is the emulation of exemplars.  In this, the text endorses a sensibility evident in many other early Chinese documents and literature.  Early China is, in many respects, enchanted by its cultural heroes and some of its most familiar heroic figures (for example, the Sage Kings and the Duke of Zhou) clearly exercise considerable power over the popular moral imagination, at least among the literate classes.  In proffering emulation as a strategy for the cultivation of virtue, the Analects is thus perhaps not unusual.  What I suggest, however, is that in the Analects emulation is not simply conceived as efficacious for personal moral development, but is more deeply reflective of a process of theory development.  The text seizes widely held popular sentiments about early China’s heroes and employs them to seed theory, asking in essence, “Why do we admire and seek to emulate these heroes?”  Its theoretical constructs reflect efforts to provide an answer.  

Emulation may be conceived to work in at least two ways.  We may be possessed of deeply held and robust ethical commitments and look to the exemplar, whom we will identify as such based on our commitments, for practical guidance about how to apply our commitments in lived experience.  On this model, the exemplar operates as a valuable and often inspiring pedagogical resource for understanding how to translate commitment into practice.  My sense is that the Analects’ strategy is often read in just this way.  However, we may, and perhaps often do, emulate admired others in the absence of any clear or articulate commitments.  Absent the relevant conceptual value structures, we may yet know whom we admire and thus seek, through emulation, to approximate their conduct and comportment in our own lives.  As Zagzebski observes, emulation in the absence of compelling conceptual structures is not only plausible, it is a practice at the heart of human development.  Children regularly demonstrate “the contrasting experiences of wanting to be like some persons and wanting not to be like some others,” and they clearly do so in the absence of a “prior concept of the good upon which such desires rest.”
  That the Analects may rely on more mature versions of such desires in formulating its conceptual schemata is suggested by the text’s marked interest in tradition and the patterns of philosophical development in evidence in the text.


If we take the Analects as proffering an exemplarist virtue ethic, Confucius’ perhaps somewhat puzzling claim that he does not “innovate” but seeks only to “transmit” established values acquires new force.
  His efforts to develop an elaborated conceptual account of virtue rest firmly on a trust that the tradition – here the inchoate ability to point to relevant models for emulation – is substantially on target.  He does not “innovate,” but seeks to give formal structure and sense to what cultural practice of direct reference already provides.  It is noteworthy that the pattern of movement here is evident in the text’s more targeted consideration of various moral practices.  As I have argued elsewhere, the text’s considerations of mourning and filiality both appear to accept and endorse common practice, and the philosophical turn consists in enlivening these practices with careful reflection that elaborates, and gives sense to, what is already established as norm.
  In short, the movement of reasoning in the Analects’ discussion of moral practice often begins with some trust that what people already do well directs our moral attention and reasoning.  The text’s clear endorsement of emulation as a strategy for self-cultivation appears to buttress this reading.


The Analects’ commitment to the efficacy of emulation is framed to acknowledge our capacity to select and emulate models in the absence of understanding.  It acknowledges, that is, that people frequently seek to emulate others without knowing precisely what qualities inform their affirmative judgments of exemplars.  We see this in multiple arenas.  Parents function for children as models long before children can interpret and conceptualize the parent’s qualities of character.
  The “common people” can be drawn to follow a way in the absence of understanding.
  The virtuous ruler inspires his subordinates to good conduct as wind moves the grass.
  The dynamics suggested in each of these claims make evident that understanding is not a precondition for outcomes that conform to and foster virtue.  While these outcomes do not of course exemplify virtue in its most robust form, where understanding will accompany emulation, they are nonetheless presented as consonant with virtue.  The fact that people can operate in this way, led on by seductive moral others, is presented as a desirable state of affairs.


The moral learner who seeks to understand as well as emulate virtuous others is in the Analects someone who seeks the sources of her own seduction.  The moral learner does not abandon her undeveloped responses to admired others in favor of more ambitious and abstract reflections; rather, she interrogates these responses for their wider implications.
  Confucius thus avers that the learner ought look to those in her acquaintance for her own cultivation:  “When you meet persons of exceptional character think to stand shoulder to shoulder with them; meeting persons of little character, look inward and examine yourself.”
  She is enjoined to become a careful reader of others.
  That such injunctions trace to the wider logic of the Analects is evident in Confucius’ representations of his own responses.  His moral imagination is so enchanted by the likes of the Duke of Zhou that he dreams of the Duke.
  Moreover, despite his considerable learning and reflection, he takes the absence of such dreams to indicate “regression.”  If the Duke of Zhou but illustrates commitments Confucius retains independently of his seduction by this formidable exemplar, Confucius’ estimation of his own decline can only seem a flight of fancy.  If, however, the Duke of Zhou sources such commitments, the want of a dream is a far more plausible cause for disappointment.  The more ambitious conceptual schemata of the text confess their origins in “the dream,” in the felt power and inducements of the text’s exemplars.  What we learn about virtue – about the nature of flourishing, about specific virtues, and about how to cultivate them – begins here, in the seduction.


While the Analects does clearly endorse a number of traditional exemplars, it is also important to observe that the text effectively enlarges the canon of relevant and seductive models.  We have here not only the well-traversed paths marked out by historical notables, but what appears to be a number of less developed byways under construction.  Thus while Confucius disavows “innovation,” the text nonetheless appears to expand into new territory as it invites consideration of exemplars among Confucius’ contemporaries and proffers Confucius himself.
  Students at various stages of development are presented as models of progress, of learning, and as negative inspiration.
  While a potent force in developing our conceptual schemata from exemplars may be widely lauded notables, the movement of exemplarist thinking is more general, entailing just the sort of everyday attentiveness to those around us that we see advocated in the Analects.  Theory here emerges from and is nourished by engagement with communities of others, the way made and expanded by ongoing peripatetic movement. 

Where we locate the source of the Analects’ ethical vision in its exemplars, both historical and contemporary, the text’s tendency to career between general moral claims and narrative representations of the lives of its protagonists appears eminently sensible.  The text appears, that is, far less fractured and piecemeal.  While the nature of its composition entails that it will always retain something of a patchwork quality, the narrative features of the text will, under an exemplarist reading, register as pointers to ethical insight.
  They will feature as a necessary element of the text and may, moreover, operate to expand its vision in important ways.  

If we read the narrative elements of the text as merely illustrative of the text’s more general and abstract ethical claims, as examples of already established convictions about what virtue is, we risk unnecessarily impoverishing them.  On my reading, the text’s exemplars may well offer indications of elements of virtue that are never given conceptual formulation in the text.  If the exemplars merely illustrate, then we are bound to a reading that limns what they offer within the strict confines of the text’s explicit conceptual schemata.  However, if they source the conceptual, they may well offer much that goes beyond these boundaries.  As Zagzebski observes, “If all the concepts in a formal ethical theory are rooted in a person, then narratives and descriptions of that person are morally significant.”
  When we employ direct reference in identifying exemplars, we do not yet know what features of their behavior, comportment, or character are salient for the evaluative claim.  We must query our responses to exemplars in order to formulate these.  The Analects clearly does perform this work – limning explicitly some of the moral significance of what its people do – but it is not at all evident that it does so exhaustively, that the conceptual work of analyzing the various models to which it points our attention is finished.  On an exemplarist reading, then, the text is simultaneously more laconic in its conceptual schemata and more pregnant with indications of where conceptual analysis may take us.  There may well be insight here that we can never access where we begin with, and limit ourselves to, what the conceptual schemata decisively confirm. 

Finally, an exemplarist reading also promises to open new interpretive possibilities regarding the Analects’ devoted wedding of the moral and aesthetic.  The Analects clearly assigns high significance to what are often thought to be aesthetic features of human conduct, the grace and elegance with which we perform our moral obligations and shoulder our moral responsibilities.  It also regularly formulates its moral insights with reference to decidedly aesthetic activities, such as musical performance.  On an exemplarist reading, this tight alliance between the moral and aesthetic is not really an “alliance” at all.  It does not, that is, draw together somewhat dissimilar evaluative domains.  It is instead reflective of the complex affective responses we have to that which we admire, to what we experience when we suspect that virtue is that.  Our experiences of admiration do not naturally parse themselves into “domains” of value, such that we admire this for its aesthetic qualities and that for its moral qualities.  To the extent that we make such distinctions, they are deployed post hoc, emerging from analysis and reflection.  Where we seek to source our conceptual schemata for virtue in our unmediated experiences of value, we will be wary of untangling these experiences in ways that undermine their initial compelling holism:  to separate the moral and aesthetic dimensions of these experiences and privilege the former to the exclusion of the latter would register as a betrayal of our beginning.  Moreover, where developing our conceptual paradigms entails retaining the capacity to be seduced, whatever conceptual schemata we devise must operate to preserve something of the enchanting complexity we initially experience.  Insofar as the beauty and grace of the exemplar’s comportment are a constitutive element of her seductive power, our conceptual efforts must answer to it.  
While work of course remains to limn more completely these features of an exemplarist reading, I turn now to what I think equally, if not more, important:  the promise of exemplarism to minimize perceived “gaps” in the text’s moral vision.
III.  An Exemplarist Reading of the Analects’ Silences


Perhaps the most worrisome element in efforts to draw the Analects in standard virtue ethical terms consists in locating just what in the text can serve as the requisite foundation or justification for moral theory.  As Zagzebski observes, one of the desiderata for a satisfying moral theory is the “hook,” or that which connects and “anchors” our value claims to the world.
  As metaphors such as the “hook” or “anchor” suggest, we want in moral theory some way in which to save our moral claims from hovering above the world in a disconnected theoretical insularity and isolation.  We want them to correspond to what we understand about how the world operates, to be grounded in that world.  We want them, in short, to be justified.

The difficulty facing readers of the Analects who would seek the hook of its virtue ethics is that no unambiguous candidate readily emerges.  Van Norden and Slingerland both observe this difficulty in their work.  While Slingerland suggests that the text appears to endorse a “theistic justification” in which the “will of Heaven” operates as the foundation for moral claims, he also notes that the text offers some indication that human nature may justify moral practices.
  Van Norden unambiguously locates human nature as the grounding of moral practices, but is sensitive to the “sketchy” nature of the textual evidence.
  While it is clearly worrisome that the text appears to permit two apparently incompatible and competing “foundations,” I shall attend almost exclusively to human nature in what follows.  

Unlike its intellectual heirs, the Analects offers only the thinnest of indications about human nature.  The single passage that employs the term “human nature” (xing) in a substantive way is, as Van Norden avers, “painfully vague” and the only other occurrence of the term appears in a report that Confucius did not discuss human nature.
  We thus have no confident and direct assertions about how what we are links to the cultivation of virtue.  We may well imagine that the Analects’ various ethical injunctions connect to inferences or even suspicions about such matters, but we lack recourse to an obviously developed or articulated theory of human nature.  Where we assume that a virtue ethics must be rooted in human nature, we thus face an immediate interpretive obstacle.  If we wish to ground the text’s account of virtue in human nature, the relative silence of the text on this score entails that we must perform much hermeneutic heavy-lifting to get started.  To the extent that any foundation so constructed suffers from a paucity of raw material with which to build, all that is erected upon it will suffer from the fragile thinness of its beginnings.  In short, given the want of detail to be found in the Analects about what human nature is, we can easily go wrong by pursuing such a course.
  


On my account, we need not take such interpretive risks.  We need not, that is, burden our reading of the Analects with the expectation that there must be something here that sources virtue in human nature or indeed in any other “nonevaluative” domain.  What we understand of how flourishing may be achieved will stem from the Analects’ people and of people the Analects offers an abundance.  Their lives and narratives about them plant us firmly on the ground.  We still must of course engage in considerable interpretive work but we no longer do so with the assumption that the text is most laconic where the stakes for viable moral theory are highest.  Indeed that the text is laconic in its allusions to human nature no longer appears surprising but reads as a predictable feature of its method and logic.  Such is but what we would anticipate where we work our way from identifying flourishing persons to the more ambitious aim of understanding why they flourish with reference to the sort of creatures human beings are.  If the Analects cannot yield a reading in which virtue directly connects to a clear conception of human nature, such is, on an exemplarist reading, a far from fatal blow.  


While one advantage of an exemplarist reading resides in providing a “hook” in the text’s exemplars, I hasten to acknowledge that we need not ascribe to the text any interest in justification.  It is far from evident that the authors of the Analects would have apprehended the same need for justifying moral practices that we moderns do.  Zagzebski has recently argued that it may be anachronistic to look to pre-modern philosophy with the expectation of justification.  She observes that while empirical science has made us confident that we understand nature, in consequence we are burdened with knowing that “morality is not part of that, and we cannot be confident of its credentials.”
  Absent our acquaintance with empirical science, pre-modern philosophers may simply not have shared our need for “hooks” and “anchors,” for links to a world perceived to lack obvious value.  It is more likely, Zagzebski claims, that they sought principally to fulfill another core desideratum:  to systematize and situate in satisfying conceptual structures the human moral practices already in play.  As I suggest above, such seems deeply consonant with strategies in evidence throughout the Analects.  The text is engaged in enlivening traditional and widely shared practices with reason and reflection.  Thus while exemplarism can and does provide justification, an exemplarist reading of the Analects need neither ascribe an interest in justification to the text, nor find any lack of such interest compromising.  In short, we can simultaneously allow the Analects its silence with respect to justification while also finding in it the stuff from which contemporary concerns with justification can be addressed.


In addition to addressing concerns about justification, exemplarism may also answer another pronounced concern.  A common frustration among readers of the Analects is the apparent opacity of the signal concept ren, a concept residing near the core of any virtue ethical reading.  One need only review the literature on ren to see that even scholars who come to some conclusion about its nature must work exceptionally hard to do so.  The text tells us that ren is both particularly difficult to achieve
 and that it is near to hand if one but direct oneself toward it.
  Confucius consistently declines to identify specific individuals or actions as ren.
  Indeed, one passage may be read to claim that Confucius rarely talked about it.
  On my reading, however, the text’s rather elusive comments are again a predictable feature of its method.  Exemplarism relies on careful interrogation of our responses to models and where we have fewer models, the refinement of our abstract accounts with precision will be far more tentative and provisional.
  The rarity of individuals who are ren thus accounts in part for the increased difficulty of giving a satisfying conceptual account.  Moreover, Confucius’ clear hesitation to identify this or that person as ren may be read as evidence of the processes of exemplarism at work.  The data set from which to build a robust conceptual definition is small and so Confucius’ responses to questions about specific individuals often display him working through a consideration of the target exemplar’s abilities in order to formulate his answers.  He does not, that is, appear to have a clear set of criteria but develops his answers on the fly, as he weighs the qualities of the target against an incompletely refined conception of ren.


While acknowledging that Confucius never forwards a full account of ren, we must also recognize that the Analects does indeed clearly and unambiguously point to ren.  Ren is Confucius himself.  It is just that.  The images of Confucius proffered in the Analects do not simply heroicize a deeply admired teacher, nor do they simply propose him as another model for emulation.  Rather, they indicate that ren will be in some measure sourced in understanding him.  Such is to say that while the conceptual discussion of ren is thin in its particulars, the text nonetheless speaks volumes in its finely drawn portrait of Confucius himself.  We have a partial map, a course to pursue, and unlike approaches that assign priority to the conceptual, this course will run right through Book 10 of the Analects.  There we have a lively portrait of Confucius’ personal habits and ritual behavior, details about his conduct and comportment that are, on my reading, richly pregnant with interpretive possibility.
  As Slingerland ruefully observes, the representations of Confucius found in Book 10 are “often skipped over in embarrassment” by scholars who are “appalled by the seemingly pointless detail and apparent rigidity of behavior.”
  With an exemplarist reading, however, the acuity of attention to detail in evidence here reflects an attempt to maximize our capacity to think through the text’s most seductive exemplar.  The details here are far from “pointless.”  Whether all the details contained in Book 10 and passages that similarly sketch Confucius are relevant for understanding ren remains to be seen.  However, they provide a rich and seductive data set with which to begin.  The text “denies” us a complete conceptual account of ren, but it avidly and energetically points to it.

IV.  Conclusion


Much work of course remains if we are to read the Analects through an exemplarist paradigm.  I here provide only the opening salvos, an effort to show that it is worthwhile to attempt such a reading.  To pursue it will entail, I acknowledge, sussing out much more carefully just what informs practices of direct reference, the effort to point to exemplars in the absence of clear conceptual criteria.  What motivates such efforts?  What complexes of emotion, desire, and socialization are at work in them?  How does moral learning, the increasing clarity of conceptual schemata yielded by study and reflection, alter such experiences?  How are disputes in the identification of exemplars managed?  In addition to such structural questions are many more concerning what such an approach might yield.  Most significantly are those concerning what exemplarism might offer in reading the models of the Analects, in a devoted effort to read the personae of the text with the aim of sourcing conceptual schemata.  The text points us to figures such as Zilu, Zigong, and others, but we have yet to query carefully what these less obvious figures offer for moral insight.  There are of course questions wider still concerning what such a reading may promise for understanding the Analects’ relationship to later Confucian works.  If the Analects is indeed exemplarist, it may be doing something different in kind from what Mencius and Xunzi do with their assiduous attention to human nature.
   In short, I acknowledge that my effort here constitutes only the most modest beginning.


If something like the interpretive model I sketch is correct, the Analects is at once less like traditional virtue theories than recent scholarship suggests and promises to contribute a novel and promising direction for such theories.  Some scholars have noted that the real gift of the Analects resides in its ability to transform the rather ordinary and prosaic into profundity, its capacity to render rather mundane matters richly suggestive of life-governing values.
  What I suggest here is in keeping with this sensibility.  The Analects’ more theoretical vision is rooted in the rather banal experiences we enjoy of wanting to be like that.   We admire, appreciate, and respond to other people in ways we may only dimly assay.  The virtue ethics of the Analects attends to such responses and renders them potent sources of a richly elaborated understanding.     
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� See, e.g., 2.9, 5.26, 6.7, 6.11, 9.11, 9.20, 11.4, 11.7, and 11.23.


� See, e.g., 3.1, 3.6, 11.17, and 18.4.


� See, e.g., 3.21, 5.10, 6.26, and 17.21.


� 7.8.  


� Zagzebski, DMT, 52-53.


� 7.1.


� See Olberding, “’I Know Not “Seems”’:  Grief for Parents in the Analects.”  Forthcoming in Mortality in Traditional Chinese Thought, ed. Amy Olberding and Philip J. Ivanhoe.


� While the Analects never avers this claim explicitly, it is implicit throughout the text’s discussions of family and filiality.


� 8.9.


� 12.19.


� Tan’s essay well identifies many of the components of such responses.  See Tan, 419-422.


� 4.17.


� 2.10.


� 7.5.


� While I here employ Confucius’ account of his dreams, I hasten to observe that the less formally expressed sentiment found here finds formal expression elsewhere.  I suspect that a case can be made that many of the observations concerning both moral charisma (de) and the junzi evidence efforts to capture more abstractly the seductive power of exemplars, that both of these concepts answer to the admiration exemplars inspire.


� There is of course much debate about how tradition and novelty are balanced in the Analects.  I think it clear that the text does not rely exclusively on traditional and historical notables for its “data set” in thinking about virtue but enlarges upon these in proffering individuals, both learners and adepts, from among Confucius’ immediate circle.  Exemplars, as I read the text, are not just “great men” but are found among us and in varying degrees of achievement.  While this of course implies the possibility of novelty, I here take no stand in the wider debate regarding traditionalism and novelty.  Exemplarism, I believe, is neutral with respect to this debate.  It may provide an additional rubric for considering the question (by framing it in terms of the inclusion and exclusion of particular figures from those we deem virtous) but does not mandate any particular resolution.  


� I have argued elsewhere, for example, that Confucius’ students Zilu and Zigong offer important models of moral improvement.  See Olberding, “’Ascending the Hall’:  Demeanor and Moral Improvement in the Analects.”  Forthcoming in Philosophy East and West (January 2010).  


� There is also perhaps some argument to be made here that the text’s inclusion of what are clearly later strata is far less problematic on an exemplarist reading.  Additions to the text may here be read as constituting expansions of the data from which to work in formulating conceptual accounts.  Such is not to say that the text thereby achieves a more uniform quality, but only to observe that later additions need not register as prima facie intrusive.


� Zagzebski, DMT, 46.


� For Zagzebski’s discussion of such desiderata, see her essay, “Exemplarist Virtue Theory.” 


� See Slingerland, 117-119.


� Van Norden, 126.


� The passages are 17.2 and 5.13, respectively.  For Van Norden’s discussion of them and other evidence for his reading, see 126-128.


� I suspect that much the same can be said of efforts to find a similar foundation in tian.  The lack of direct evidence that tian does so operate, as well as a fundamental ambiguity in the Analects  about what tian is, strikes me as undermining this approach as well.     


� Zagzebski, “Exemplarist Virtue Theory,” 10.


� See, e.g., 4.5, 6.22. 8.7, and 15.9.


� 7.29.


� See, e.g., 5.5, 5.8, 5.19, 7.34, and 14.1.


� 9.1.


� I hasten to clarify that it is necessary that there be individuals who are ren in order for this account to work.  My inference here is that figures such as the Duke of Zhou and the Sage Kings would have constituted the original data set.


� While I here follow the interpretive tradition of seeing Book 10 as a (more or less) apt depiction of Confucius, it is worth noting that even if Book 10 is a compilation adapted from ritual documents, such is consistent with an exemplarist reading.  Fictive accounts of real exemplars and fictive exemplars, such as are found in novels, can motivate the pretheoretical responses on which exemplarism runs.   


� Slingerland, 103.


� To be clear, I do not rule out an exemplarist reading of Mencius or Xunzi.  It is possible that the dispute between Mencius and Xunzi regarding human nature reflects conflicting assessments of what exemplars do, with Mencius concluding that they nourish a natural endowment and Xunzi ascribing their moral qualities to disciplined self-reformation.  Human nature would here originally figure as something of an explanatory device, a mechanism for conceptually modeling the exemplar’s process of cultivation.  To discover whether such a reading is plausible would entail much further study. 


� See, e.g., Herbert Fingarette, Confucius – the Secular as Sacred (Long Grove, IL:  Waveland Press, 1972), vii; François Jullien, In Praise of Blandness, trans. Paula M. Varsano (New York:  Zone Books, 2004) and Detour and Access:  Strategies of Meaning in China and Greece, trans. Sophie Hawkes (New York:  Zone Books, 2000), chapter 9.
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