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I Know not ‘Seems’:  Grief for Parents in the Analects

Amy Olberding
Today, in the contemporary western world at least, the death of a child is counted a special sorrow.  The parent who loses her child is judged to have been dealt a blow of greater force than that produced by other species of loss.  We imagine the grief of the bereft parent to be sorrow at its most severe and mourning to be correspondingly prolonged.  This assessment, however, must be understood in the context of the historical and sociological conditions from which it issues.  We rue the deaths of children as particularly grief worthy in a context in which infant and childhood mortality rates are the lowest in history and birth rates are declining.  Children are rarer in our experience and the deaths of children are rarer still.  Medical technology makes death appear more negotiable in general and the trust this inspires is perhaps most acute where the ill additionally have the resilience of youth in their favor.  We thus can expect our children’s survival with a confidence our forebears never could.  Where we find that trust violated and our confidence misplaced, our grief is increased by shock and dismay.  Such responses are additionally magnified by what the child represents to us, the values she embodies.  She is innocence and vulnerability, as well as the promise of a future.  The material and technological advantages of contemporary life promote a sense of both power and possibility, a forward-looking optimism that finds its most poignant limit in the loss of the child.  Indeed, the death of a child sometimes operates as a trope for the death of innocence itself and our perceived failure to protect the child reads as a profound statement of impotence, an inability to shape the hopeful and open world we prize.


In Kongzi’s China, it is not the death of the child but the death of the parent that is marked out for an intensity of sorrow and prolonged mourning.
  To understand the conditions that give rise to this priority, we can begin by observing that the material realities of the time operate against our own popular sentiments.  Infant and child mortality rates are such that the majority of those born do not attain adulthood and this fact alone operates against the optimism we invest in our children.  Life is, in short, far more tenuous and death far more familiar.  Cultural self-understanding and aspiration are framed accordingly.  Where life is more fragile, elders represent persistence and continuity.  They embody the ability to carry forward the sustaining traditions and social memory that promote order.  The symbolic role of parents is, moreover, particularly acute given the social and political realities of Kongzi’s age, a time in which longstanding values regarding kinship ties and ancestral authority are challenged by increasing political chaos.  Insofar as parents represent an authoritative connection to a more ordered age, their deaths render the survivor both bereft of this connection and burdened by a need to assume his own authority in relation to the past.  The bereft must, that is, not only relinquish those who guided him, he must become a guide for others.  To lose a parent is to be cut loose from that which most immediately moors the individual to the vital and legitmating authority of the past and its sustaining structures.  Such is a source of potent sorrow.  

 
While there is of course much more that might be said about these cultural priorities and how societies assign precedence to particular species of loss, we need here only note the general fact that identifying historical and sociological circumstances has considerable explanatory power in assaying cultural concerns regarding bereavement.  Undeniably, cultures frame mortality according to underlying value commitments.
  Such commitments are of course diverse, but they generally issue from a culture’s assessment of what renders life meaningful and correlated perceptions about risks to achieving the best sort of life.  Broad values about such matters are in turn informed by the social and material conditions of a time and place, by what sorts of flourishing and achievement seem possible and appealing given the world as we find it and can shape it.  In short, while death is universal, how death features in an understanding of the human condition confesses its origin in the local and particular.  To paraphrase Derrida, while all people die, they do not die alike.
  Nor, of course, do they grieve alike.  Caution is therefore warranted where we seek to address attitudes toward mortality framed in a context culturally and temporally distant from our own.  Our target may not speak to the “death” and its sorrows we find familiar and, while such differences are often instructive, we must nonetheless take care not to elide them by reflexively importing our own assumptions.  


Kongzi is reported to have claimed that “[e]ven those who have yet to give of themselves utterly are sure to do so in the mourning of their parents.’”
  In this, Kongzi implicitly assigns grief for parents an ethical status unparalleled by other experiences and indeed singles it out as a uniquely potent test of the mourner’s endurance and virtue.  This claim, we are obliged to acknowledge, issues from the cultural sensibilities briefly limned above.  Kongzi is not, in his own time and place, unusual in observing the special sorrows attaching to the deaths of parents.  Indeed, I think we must grant that where the mourning of parents is concerned, Kongzi often “transmits” rather than “innovates.”
  He endorses what many of his age would have found intuitively correct, rehearsing familiar and well-established Chinese traditions.  Because of this, we may suspect that in identifying the deaths of parents as the most grief-worthy and challenging Kongzi merely avers a culturally contingent norm for which little argument can be made.  We can, that is, explain the cultural commitments and material realities that inform Kongzi’s claim, but in the absence of these or some relevantly similar conditions, there is no argument to which we might appeal for such a preference.  In short, Kongzi’s assignment of priority to mourning parents may seem but a cultural artifact, the result of unexamined assumptions that bespeak Kongzi’s cultural identity rather than a developed philosophical position.  I wish to resist such a reading.  


While we must maintain a sensitivity to Kongzi’s idiom, at least some of what Kongzi offers is rooted in wider normative claims about flourishing that not only permit, but warrant, philosophical consideration.  Moreover, while Kongzi broadly endorses practices common to his age and culture, he provides a novel justification and logic for these practices.  That is, he urges his audience to do what they are already inclined to do but does so under new and philosophically enlivened terms.  Finally, there is in Kongzi’s counsel a sensibility that may promise therapeutic benefit even to those who do not share his context and cultural commitments.  There is in the western philosophical corpus a dearth of consolations aimed at addressing the loss of parents,
 yet it is far from clear that we have no need of such efforts.  At least some of us do find such losses difficult to navigate and recognize that they present challenges particular to the relation that obtains between parent and child.  In short, I believe there is something of philosophical worth to be found here, that while we may not follow Kongzi in identifying the loss of parents as categorically the worst of grief, we may yet find insight that is importantly therapeutic and that answers to needs we share with those in his more immediate audience.
Before addressing these insights, it is necessary to preface discussion of Kongzi’s counsel with a distinction that is implicit throughout, the difference between grief and mourning.  While we sometimes informally use “grieving” and “mourning” interchangeably, for Kongzi (and indeed in our own more precise use of the language), these terms denote significantly distinct activities.  Grief (哀 ai) refers to the emotive responses associated with bereavement, the immediate and often apparently involuntary sorrow occasioned by loss.  Mourning (喪 sang), in contrast, refers to the organized ritual activities socially sanctioned as the proper and public forms in which sorrow is expressed.  While many of Kongzi’s most explicit claims regarding the deaths of parents concern mourning, i.e., the appropriate ritual behavior that should follow loss, these instructions are premised on mourning being motivated by sincere and indeed severe grief, for genuine sorrow is what vouchsafes the social practices of mourning as ethically meaningful.  Mourning gives form to the troubling emotions of loss, but these emotions must be understood to have priority.
  Thus while Kongzi’ speaks far more often about mourning, I shall principally address what I judge to be more foundational, and indeed more philosophically novel:  the capacity to grieve our parents.

II.


The capacity to grieve the deaths of parents is not, for Kongzi, reducible to a natural and inevitable impulse.  While Kongzi and many of his contemporaries do assume that the human creature is equipped with something like a natural and untutored affection for family, Kongzi intimates that the most ethically robust grief is a product of self-cultivation.  It does not simply issue spontaneously upon the loss of an object of affection, but reflects a self-conscious and intelligent process of personal development.  In short, Kongzi does not merely observe that people incline toward grieving their parents, he claims that we ought do so, that the capacity to experience this species of sorrow should be cultivated and encouraged.  Whatever raw impulses to sorrow we may feel should be refined and rendered virtuous by careful reflection about the significance of loss in the context of life-governing values.  Grief should reflect not simply brute feeling but considered judgment.  

The puzzle that Kongzi’s emphasis on grieving parents immediately presents to us, however, is just how to understand this species of sorrow with reference to judgment.  That is, insofar as the most ethically worthy grief is informed and refined by understanding, we may well suspect that grief for parents is among the least susceptible to this sort of treatment, that understanding will draw us away from sorrow.  For where we seek reasons for grief, many of our widely acknowledged or common promptings to grief appear generally unavailable here.  Indeed, sorrow at the loss of one’s parents is, in certain respects, grief at its least rational.
           

Perhaps one of the more commonplace inducements to grief consists in shock.  We conduct our lives with a tacit assumption that today will resemble yesterday, that the companions we enjoy today we will enjoy tomorrow.  Death ruptures this pattern and unseats the complacency with which we typically operate.  Consequently, loss registers as a profound shock, violating expectations that subtly inform and structure our experience.  However, while many species of grief find their origins in shock, grief for the deaths of parents resists this model.  While there is of course no fixed order for death, the more probable a loss, the more a death may be rationally anticipated, the less recourse we have to the complacency necessary for surprise and shock. While it is perhaps always unwise to assume the continued companionship of loved ones, it is particularly so in the case of one’s parents.  Rudimentary induction schools children to expect the deaths of their parents.  Indeed, it is the alternative that is improbable and thus more plausibly shocking.  
It is of course possible to achieve some measure of complacency despite what reason dictates.  We may, as an intellectual matter, acknowledge the mortality of our companions, granting the truth that all people die, but fail to appreciate the import of our understanding in the particular case, that my parents will die.  Worse, we may against all reason adopt a deep denial of mortality, refusing to acknowledge that which we find painful and anxiety provoking.  The shock of loss in such circumstances is increased by the forced recognition of truths long rebuffed.  Grief that arises in this way, however, is clearly not the product of understanding and judgment but of the refusal of both.  It emerges in spite of reason and consequently fits ill with the cultivation Kongzi recommends.  Indeed, Kongzi explicitly warns against such a posture, claiming that children ought assiduously maintain awareness of their parents age (4.21).  Joy in parents’ longevity, he suggests, should be matched by trepidation, for with increasing age comes a nearness to death.   Where we give place to judgment in grief and train our responses to accord with understanding, as Kongzi does, we cannot be shocked and can only receive the deaths of parents as an event for which reason prepares us, an anticipated and predictable feature in the life of any child.  
Shock is not the only reason we grieve and an anticipated death may yet awaken profound distress and sorrow.  We may well dread that which we expect, for grief engages not only our expectations but our values.  Sorrow requires the perception that we have lost something of value, that the death that entails our loss is a disvalue.  Grief here registers as a response to that which, predictably or not, violates our desire to retain relations that contribute to and sustain our well being.  As such, it manifests as protest, emotive resistance to accepting the disvalue of losing the companions we prize.  However, where we seek to gauge our responses in accord with considered judgment, we must allow that our own preferences work against easy grief for the death of parents.  That parents die before their children is not only probable, it is what we typically consider the desirable order of things.  A Zen story well illustrates the common sensibility.  Asked to confer a blessing on a family, a Zen master simply offered, “Father dies; son dies; grandson dies.”
  When queried about the perceived oddity of such a “blessing,” the Zen master simply wondered whether his interlocutor would prefer any other order of events.  Where we grant that we all must die, we must allow that parents predeceasing their offspring is as we would wish.  Indeed, as the Zen master suggests, if we think carefully about mortality, we must count such a course of events to be a stroke of fine good luck.  We may perhaps find it easier to acknowledge such good fortune in the case of our own children – I want my child to suffer my death for the alternative is that I will suffer hers – but reason obliges us to extend this understanding to the deaths of our parents.  Where I grant the desire to die before one’s children as a rational and indeed virtuous preference, I am obliged to grant its implications where my own parents are concerned and I cannot rightly dread for myself the same circumstances that I profoundly wish for my own child.  
Something like this sensibility features in the Analects in a poignant exchange between Kongzi and his beloved and brilliant student Yan Hui, a student he elsewhere likens to a son (11.11).  When Kongzi and his students are imperiled and fleeing the state of Kuang, Yan Hui falls behind and Kongzi believes him dead.  When they are reunited, Kongzi tells the young man, “I had given you up for dead.”  Yan Hui replies, “While you are still living, how could I dare to die?” (11.23).  As Yan Hui’s response suggests, there is not only a presumption that the student will outlive the master, there is also a deeply held and shared preference for such a course of events.  To locate disvalue in and consequently grieve the death of a parent, or teacher, fits ill with this desire.  Yan Hui’s response, while perhaps delivered with some humor, is nonetheless remarkable.  He offers, in essence, the wish that Kongzi should die first and implies that Kongzi would be affronted to have it otherwise:  Yan Hui would not dare (敢 gan) to die.
  The burden of the student, or child, to care well for his own safety is suggestively cast as a strategy to permit the elder to die first.  Yan Hui, Kongzi’s most perceptive student, here seems to grant that our reflective preferences dictate not only the easy desire to predecease our children, but the more difficult desire to have our elders die first. 
While it may risk bad faith to protest the deaths of my parents through grief while simultaneously longing to die before my own child, there is an even greater peril in granting easy assent to the view that the death of a parent is a disvalue.  The deaths of parents are among the “tamest” sorts of loss;
 where we wish to govern our responses to loss with good judgment, it is here that death seems most governable.  Neither untimely nor tragic, the deaths of parents render reassurances that might in other contexts register as empty bromides apt and reasonable.  The parent who dies has “lived a full life,” she has enjoyed her season and her “time has come.”  In short, the death of a parent appears to be a good death.  Where I locate disvalue in such a death, I risk tacitly sanctioning wider attitudes toward mortality that may be destructive of my flourishing.  Locating disvalue in a good death may easily tip into the judgment that all death is disvalue, that the mortal condition itself is objectionable, tragic, and worthy of our tears.  Such is to deny that there is such a thing as a “good” death.  One death may be less bad than another, but such differences matter little where the most basic and intractable fact about the human creature – her mortality – is itself tragic.  With such a view, consolation can never be complete for it stands on a foundation of irredeemable despair.

There are of course many arguments available to contest the tragic view of our mortality.  Rather than rehearse them here, however, it is perhaps sufficient to observe that Kongzi does not endorse grief as a wider protest against mortality itself.  As Philip J. Ivanhoe argues elsewhere in this volume, Kongzi clearly does recognize some deaths as tragic.
  However, Kongzi’s judgments on this score appear confined to quite particular circumstances and do not reach to the sort of more global protest against mortality necessary to locate tragedy in any or every death.  Nowhere do we find Kongzi lamenting the fact of mortality or expressing dismay at mortality itself.  Notably, even when Kongzi is himself bereaved and displays a vigorous sorrow, even in the midst of considerable personal distress, his sorrow in the particular case does not reach to the wider complaint that mortality itself is an affront to value or intractable impediment to well being.
  Indeed, I believe he would adamantly reject such a posture, seeing the despair it engenders as a corrosive and potentially paralyzing inability to receive the joys that a life well lived can afford. 
There is much, and much that Kongzi himself seems to acknowledge, that appears to work against considered grief for parents.  The principal challenge in understanding Kongzi’s injunction that we ought deliberately cultivate a capacity to grieve our parents thus resides in locating the sorts of judgments he believes should properly inform our sorrow.  These judgments must ground sorrow for deaths acknowledged to be good and timely.  They must reflect more than inchoate impulse yet less than full blown protest against death.  In short, in order to be viable as a philosophically robust and effective therapeutic approach to loss, Kongzi’s prescriptions must answer to the suspicion that these deaths should be the easiest to bear and must alleviate the worry that energetically grieving these deaths will render us vulnerable to a crippling despondency.          
We can begin to assay what Kongzi offers by drawing back from these individual objections against grieving parents and observing more generally how they function.  Much of the reasoning that operates against grieving parents relies on contextualizing the loss of parents within wider perspectives on mortality.  We consider the loss of parents both in relation to other species of loss and in relation to the phenomenon of death more generally.  In the case of the former, we estimate the sense of injury attaching to these losses relative to others and find them comparably mild.  In the case of the latter, we recognize that if our grief attaches to these “good” deaths, there is no death we cannot grieve.  In both, understanding obliges us to conceive this death as part of larger patterns, and our apprehension of these patterns mitigates sorrow.  We recoil from overstating our loss relative to other, more awful possibilities.  We shrink from sanctioning the despondency implicit in the claim that all death is misfortune.  The consolation afforded here is granted by way of “overflight,”
 by the ability to see our particular loss on a global map of mortality and thereby reduce or even eliminate our pain.  Rather than narrowly attending to the circumstance that awakens grief, we survey mortality more generally.  Death, our reasoning obliges us to grant, is everywhere, and everywhere necessary.  Indeed, we may even find that by its offices we receive much joy, the transience of experience affording us pleasures that stasis and permanence cannot.
  Such is to put into perspective our pain:  think broadly about death and this death, this good death, loses its sting.  Kongzi’s prescriptions, I believe, owe to the fact that he simply is not thinking about death.
Kongzi does require that we contextualize the loss of parents within broader patterns, that we perform an “overflight” of sorts.  He does, that is, demand that grief accord with a reasoned response to wider patterns that structure our experience.  However, the patterns he discerns as most relevant and important are those that map the field of human relationships.  For Kongzi, loss is not the principal source of grief here; loss of one’s parents is.  At issue then is not what we make of this death in the wider field of mortality, but what we make of this, now lost to us, relationship in the field of our relationships.  Kongzi would not, I suspect, contest the claim that thinking widely about death will mitigate the pain of a particular loss.  He would not, that is, imagine that such a strategy could not work to alleviate pain and restore equanimity.  What he would contest is that such should be our priority, for where we lose the pain of grief, we lose something of greater value than our equanimity.  The ethical potency of grief resides, for Kongzi, in the willingness to lead a life that courts certain species of pain in order to achieve higher order values, and these values reside in our relations with others.  Thus to understand Kongzi’s counsel regarding the loss of parents, we must in some measure turn away from death and inquire into the special ethical contours he assigns to the parent-child relationship.
III.

To capture the parent-child relationship that gives rise to the cultivated grief Kongzi recommends requires that we look beyond the loss to which it is a response.  While grief is proximately involuntary, Kongzi traces the capacity for grief to the self-conscious endorsement of wider life-governing values.  That is, my manner of life and patterns of value school my emotions and while grief may immediately register as a spontaneous and unpremeditated response, it originates in antecedent values and commitments that I have sanctioned.  Thus Kongzi must be understood to recommend a manner of conceiving my relation to my parents that conditions me for grief when they die.  I am enjoined to lead a life that promotes grief.  When Kongzi urges that we grieve our parents, he does not enjoin us to summon sorrow at the moment of loss, but to achieve a pattern of relation throughout our lives with our parents that will prompt grief when that moment arrives.  Grief operates as a “tell,” testament to a long reach of years and affections.  Consequently, the first step in establishing the case for grief is assessing the broader pattern of relation in which it originates.    
Kongzi’s understanding of the parent-child relationship is shaped by the lineage and kinship ties that organize his society.  In early China and in Kongzi’s own political thought, the family is foundational to social order and the child’s relation to elders, and parents in particular, are held to have significant implications for the harmony and order of wider society.
  Mourning for the deaths of parents is but one of many obligations that, when fulfilled, contribute to the harmonious functioning of wider society.  Thinking about the parent-child relationship thus appears to draw us back to the cultural dimensions of Kongzi’s counsel.  However, while widely held early Chinese views about the social implications of family structure naturally play some role in what Kongzi offers, I wish to focus exclusively on aspects of his counsel that better promise broad application and contemporary appropriation.  Such an approach may invite the charge that I neglect key features of Kongzi’s reasoning, but I am principally concerned with what motivates the grief Kongzi recommends.  While it is true that children who are generally filial and who grieve their parents can, in Kongzi’s idiom, be understood to contribute thereby to familial and social order, these products of grief are not its proper motivation.  That is, the sincere grief Kongzi recommends fits ill with a motivational structure that relies on sorrow’s social utility.  Likewise, while a flourishing relation with one’s parents, the foundation of grief, has a high social value, such is a thin motivation for aiming at such a relation.  As good and worthy as it may be to profit one’s society, sorrow and the affection from which it arises are difficult to command for such a purpose.  Thus while there are potent political and social reasons for promoting grief for parents and while these may contribute to an atmosphere that in some measure fosters grief, I shall leave these aside.
 
It is also perhaps important to observe at the outset that Kongzi’s descriptions of the parent-child relation are largely aspirational, highlighting the exemplary and virtuous rather than attending to the sorts of obstacles and failures that might impede affection and flourishing.  Consequently, the fascination of our own society with assessing the ways in which families go wrong can find little purchase here.  Kongzi would, I suspect, eagerly condemn poor parenting and understand the failures of affection that the children of vicious parents experience.
  However, such is not his focus, nor would he be likely to draw the line between virtuous and vicious parenting where our popular psychologies do.  Indeed, he would likely be deeply suspicious of the contemporary tendency of children to critique the quality of parenting they receive and worry that it is too often a mechanism for self-indulgent escape from introspection regarding one’s own shortcomings.
  Consequently, Kongzi may not attend to what we have come to consider the extraordinary complexity of parent-child relations, particularly as these manifest in problems between parent and child.  However, insofar as our concerns with such matters issue from desires to improve the quality of our relations, Kongzi’s aspirational model offers much that aims at answering this longing.
Perhaps the principal feature of the flourishing parent-child relationship as Kongzi understands it is a deep sense of indebtedness.  The child apprehends the parent as one to whom much is owed and this generates a profound affection.
  We can begin to assay the indebtedness of the child to her parent by considering the early work of the parent in ushering offspring through infancy and childhood.  It was a commonplace in Kongzi’s age to regard the three years of mourning owed to parents as providing a temporal parallel to the difficult first three years of rearing a child.
  These are the years in which the child is at her most vulnerable and the work of the parent its most arduous and, in some ways, unrewarding.  The sensibility at work here is well-captured in a recent piece of satire, a “news” item titled “Area Baby Doesn’t Have Any Friends.”
  In the accompanying article, it is observed that the baby in question offers little by way of companionship to others and often fails at basic decorum, responding to the conversation and social overtures of others with indifference or, worse, rude noises and foul odors.  The baby, it avers, simply refuses to demonstrate concern, interest, or sympathy with others.  Consequently, few find its company rewarding.  The observations of the article find their humor in truths our more typical sentimental portraits of babies preclude:  babies possess no capacity to earn the affection and care of others.  They must rely on the generosity of others.  Their fragility entails a superabundance of need and their immaturity entails a complete inability to reciprocate.  Those who care for them thus must find resources of energy and care without any immediate expectation that their efforts will be answered with comparable effort, appreciation, or gratitude.  Because of this, the child incurs a debt, an obligation to acknowledge the demanding work of her parents’ care and meet it with a suitable answering affection later in life.  Her parents were her “friends” before she could make friends.
  

It may be objected that ascribing any strong sense of debt to the recipients of such care simply misunderstands the moral contours of parents and children.  While the early Confucians never entertained doubts about children’s indebtedness to their parents, inheritors of deontological traditions may well suspect that to the extent that infants and small children receive “unearned” care, it is a species of care to which they are entitled.  Such an entitlement may be construed as issuing from the child’s status as a human being, her humanity obliging others in the community, and her parents in particular, to care for her.  More specifically, the parent who produces offspring may be understood to have thereby undertaken a duty and the fulfillment of this duty is not conditional upon receiving answering measures of care or affection.  While such claims may have some purchase for thinking about parenthood and its attendant special moral responsibilities, it is less clear that such reasoning can afford moral insight of value to children.  Such claims are, from the vantage of the child, variations on the “I did not asked to be born” defense frequently associated with surly teenagers and are unlikely to provide any direction for a fruitful way forward.  That is, even if we grant that parents are morally obliged to provide care and thus cannot, strictly speaking, lay claim to any particular response from their offspring, the power of this truth from the child’s perspective is limited.  Its efficacy at directing the child to ethically fruitful actions and attitudes is quite low.
  In short, where our aim is to secure flourishing and sustaining relations with parents, this line of reasoning simply misses the target.  
The debt to parents does not of course simply reside in the material care of the first few years of life.  Kongzi’s model of the person and of personal identity is deeply social.  He understands the person to be substantially constituted through relationships with others, personal identity framed in accord with the rich variety of roles an individual undertakes throughout a life.  On this model, personal identity is an achievement of processes that embed an individual in a nexus of care and companionship with others.  Who I am confesses its origins in who I am with and to others:  a daughter, a friend, a neighbor.  While there are many studies that rehearse the general dimensions of Kongzi’s understanding of personal identity, I shall focus on the singular role that parents assume in his account.

Where we understand the human being to be constituted by her relations, we are obliged to grant that we emerge into the world with only the most tenuous and in some respects trivial humanity.  We “have no friends” or other relations that reflect the deliberate and effortful cultivation of companionship.  Those relations we do possess are familial, but until such time as we become capable participants in them, these relations are largely formal:  an infant may be cast by birth into the roles of daughter, sister, and grandchild, but has yet to play these roles in any meaningful sense.  Becoming an able companion to others is a skill that must be acquired and cultivated.  In this context, parents not only offer unearned affection and care, they importantly school the child in how to earn such responses with others.  The child’s relation with her parents is the inaugural relation in her development as a human being.  Through it, she acquires her first intimations of what it means to be a human being, discovering in the models of her parents the patterns of interaction and trust that will inform and structure her wider relations with her world.  She comes to understand something of what it means to fulfill a socially and communally defined role, what it means to be a child to one’s parents, and what it means to fulfill such a role in accord with the specific needs and features of particular persons, what it means to be the child of these parents.  She thus begins to acquire an identity built on a budding skill in navigating the general demands of human interaction and answering to the specific needs of others. In this way, the parent initiates the child into membership in the community, providing a foundation upon which other relations are constructed.  
The parents’ efforts at nurturing the child’s ability to assume her own humanity within relations with others does not simply reside in encouraging the development of interpersonal skills, but in the perhaps less direct promotion of fruitful attitudes and dispositions in the child.  In shaping these, the parent is, in some measure, the maker of the child’s world.  Because the experience of the young child is organized around the home, what she finds there shapes her expectations of what she will find elsewhere and, consequently, can influence what she finds there.  The principle in operation here is that like will generate like, or what William James calls “precursive faith.”
  The attitudes and dispositions I bring to my encounters with others have the power to summon and shape kindred responses.  Where I encounter others with an assumption of trust, generosity, and fellow-feeling, they are more likely to respond in accord with these assumptions.  Where, in contrast, I assume indifference, ill-will, or antipathy, I am more likely to meet with them.  Interactions with parents, as some of the earliest encounters a child experiences, will powerfully incline the child’s expectations of others.  Parents importantly craft the assumptions the child will carry into the wider world and, insofar as they inspire in the child a conviction that the world is a generous place, she will be more likely to find it so and make it so.INSERT FOOT ON STYLE PIECE
Parents’ efforts in shaping the skills and character of the child are a formidable element in promoting a sense of indebtedness, but Kongzi also provides some indication that gratitude is also owed parents in recognition of what their efforts entail for them and the sort of life they may lead.  While any relationship will require that its participants forego narrow self-interest and extend themselves, the nature of the relation parents have to their children increases the vulnerability of such a posture by an order of magnitude perhaps unmatched by any other relationship.  The one to whom the parent initially devotes care and affection is an unknown, unknowable other.  Where other species of relation allow us to measure what we offer in relation to judgments about the qualities and character of the other, here we can have no such reassurances and indeed the parent must take charge of developing the character of her child.  She must simultaneous love the child and actively work to make the child worthy of love.  She must, moreover, do so while suffering more prosaic concerns regarding the child’s well-being and health.  While any human affection perhaps entails a concern with such matters, here too the parent’s position is unique.  She is charged not just with caring that her child thrives, but with doing what is in her power to secure it.  Consequently, parenthood requires a sacrifice not only of narrow self-interest but also of equanimity.  Kongzi acknowledges this when he urges children not to give parents any cause for worry other than the worry for the child’s health (2.6).  To be a parent, he tacitly acknowledges, is to be anxious, to surrender oneself to another and to fortune in ways that will assail one’s peace.  It is to undertake a deliberate vulnerability and render oneself defenseless against certain species of distress.  In recognizing this feature of the parent’s posture, the child is both reassured that there are others in the world who care as much as she about her well-being and compelled to recognize what it costs them.  They are, in a significant way, at her mercy and at the mercy of her fate.  The child is thus never alone, never lonely, in her own interests.  The project of her life, its fruits and injuries, its enjoyments and sorrows, are always shared.  Recognizing this, and what it costs her parents, generates a sense of concern and commitment, the obligation to avoid provoking unnecessary distress certainly, but also to cultivate emotions appropriate to what her parents sacrifice in their own lives in their care for her.
It may perhaps be objected that the portrait of parents’ care and the child’s consequent indebtedness suggested by Kongzi risks endorsing an image of parents that is excessively valorized or sentimental.  We may well grant that parents shape a child’s abilities, attitudes, and dispositions while tolerating measures of anxiety uncommon to other human relationships, yet retain some suspicion that a too heroic estimation of the parent is undermined by recognizing that this is simply what parents do and that at least some do it badly.  That is, parenting is one of the most commonplace of human activities and its ubiquity should render us suspicious of overstating what it entails.  We may also recognize the potency of parents in shaping a child’s identity and world, but note that this power is often – whether through ineptitude, neglect, or outright moral failure – mismanaged.  Despite Kongzi’s aspirational orientation, I do not believe he is insensitive to such realities.  Indeed, Kongzi’s valorization of parenthood relies in some measure on just these realities, as is evident if we consider the larger sensibility in play, a sensibility that significantly resembles that suggested by Kongzi’s insights regarding ritual.      

IV.

In Herbert Fingarette’s seminal study, Confucius:  the Secular as Sacred, he avers that one of Kongzi’s most remarkable insights consists in locating the ethical power that resides in the performance of conventional and often quite ordinary patterns of conduct.   Fingarette surveys Kongzi’s account of ritual and its efficacy at effortlessly directing people toward accord and discerns in it a “magical” element.
  The “magic” of ritual resides in the capacity of the non-coercive and subtle gesture to steer the responses of others.  Ritual elaborates and ornaments the desires of human beings to achieve relation with each other, taking our natural inclinations for community and developing these into refined and enriching enactments of life-patterning values.  
Something like the magical quality Fingarette discerns in ritual also obtains in Kongzi’s understanding of the parent-child relation.  The parent-child relation is, like ritual, both a foundational metaphor for wider human experiences as well as a structure that sustains them.  Its “magic” resides in the way in which human beings function as world-makers for each other, their subtle interactions influencing the world as another knows and experiences it.  While all human beings in community possess the capacity to exercise such an influence, the power of a parent for a child is a paradigm case in which this power is maximally effective and realized.  In it, all worlds begin.  Where I apprehend this, I am obliged to acknowledge the sociality of the human being, the generative power of the human community to extend itself and my own extension within it.  I am not a solitary creature but one made by and with others, and am possessed of my own powers of world creation for others.  I apprehend that through distinctively human practices and relationships, each person comes to herself by way of myriad others.  These others are most foundationally her parents but each relation entails others and thus gives access to an enlarged sense of self and personal meaning.  I am made by my parents as they were made by theirs.  In the idiom of the old American South, I have “a people” and such affords me a wider sense of location and belonging.  I achieve an “overflight” through which I discern my life as manifesting the lives of myriad others whose traces register in the world as I know and experience it.  Here again, however,  the overflight Kongzi performs abjures that which is ambitious and obviously globalizing in favor of that which roots wider insight in the familiar and prosaic. 
The parent-child relationship is at once indicative of a “magical” world-making power and utterly banal.  The profundity of the parent’s effect rarely resides in the dramatic or explicit, in any particular act or gesture.  It instead emerges through an accumulation of days and years, the parent steering the child as wind moves the grass.
  Indeed, as many parents are uncomfortably aware, much of what they teach, they teach inadvertently by simply being the people that they are, providing patterns of action and attitude for the child by merely enacting their own.  The child’s response to this subtle instruction is, even where the child is acutely aware of her indebtedness, similarly banal.  While Kongzi is skeptical of the rather thin care his contemporaries offered their parents, observing with some acidity the tendency of children to discharge their duty through care no more elaborate than that shown animals (2.7), what he recommends in place of such merely obligatory performances is still not the stuff of the dramatic or obvious.  He counsels, for example, the regulation of demeanor so that even the most ordinary conduct will be invested with testimony to an appropriately affectionate disposition (An. 2.8)   While some of his recommendations, not least the three year mourning period, may seem quite demanding, the governing worth of even the elaborate gesture remains the surety of ordinary affection persistently held and consistently expressed through a calendar of unexceptional days and years.  
Understanding the subtle quality of the parent-child relationship allows us to consider why it matters little that parenting is so ubiquitous or at least sometimes poorly practiced.  While not all parents will “move” their children toward fruitful and flourishing lives and while parenting itself is unexceptional, these two features endow good parenting with a refined species of heroism.  As is true with ritual, the virtue that Kongzi locates in parenthood relies on an everyday mastery that foregoes the easy bravery of a moment in favor of persistent and pervasive subtle effort.  Such is the heroism of modesty, of power gently exercised through an endurance of days and years.  The good parent does well what all parents are charged to do, and that some clearly fail serves to recall to attention the difficulty of such a posture.  The parent must make “magic” out of the prosaic supplies of a shared life with a vulnerable and malleable other.  Where we understand the burden that such a project entails, we are more likely to achieve sympathetic understanding with at least some failures and the commonplace work of parenting will be invested with an enchanting aspect otherwise unperceived.  Kongzi’s hope, I suspect, is that where we assiduously attend to the quiet heroism that good parenting requires, we will find that our parents, be they sagely or not, possess some share of this enchantment and consequently our affection will find increase.  The child’s disposition toward affection and care, that is, need not rely on any simple reciprocity measured against what she is offered, but may find supplement in a sense of the “sacred” that attaches to the wider practices in which she and her parents have a share.  
IV.

Having limned something of the lived significance of the parent-child relationship, it is possible to address more directly just how the end of this relation may culminate in rationally warranted and profoundly ethical grief.  Where I bring understanding to bear on what the loss of a parent entails for the child, sorrow finds its sanction.  As I have argued elsewhere, the social constitution of the person entails that bereavement will register not simply as a loss of another but as a loss of self.
  That is, where I understand myself in accord with the relations I enjoy with others, the loss of relation produces a necessary rupture in self-understanding, the bereaved no longer able to be the person she has been.  What I wish to suggest here is that while the loss of parents displays many of the features of other species of bereavement, there is, as Kongzi intimates, something distinctive, and distinctively severe, in the pain and dislocation it engenders.  Like other species of bereavement, the loss of parents requires that the survivor relinquish the role entailed by the relation.  The child is, upon the deaths of her parents, no longer a child.  Unlike other relations, however, this role may be especially difficult to abandon.  
In many species of loss, the bereaved lose a relation that they have acquired in the course of their lives.  Where I lose a friend or spouse, I can in some measure understand the loss as a return to an earlier, unattached state.  I have not always had my friend or my spouse and thus the absence of either may register as familiar or, perhaps more modestly, will find precedent in my past.
  The roles I have enjoyed with friend and spouse were not always mine to play.   Where I lose my parents, however, the absence is unprecedented.  There is no past to which I can refer where they do not feature as part of my experience and lived self-understanding.  I have been without my friend, I have been unmarried, but I have never been orphaned.  Such is a reality utterly new.  Any loss will awaken a painful sense of solitude – without my friend or spouse, I find myself alone as the repository of memories, habits, and patterns of shared joy and interaction – but to lose one’s parents is to be alone as one has never been before.  The landscape of personal identity this loss entails is wholly uncharted and the alteration between who I have been and who I must now become registers as seismic.  Thus while on map of mortality patterns, this loss is unexceptional, on a map of personal relationship, nothing can be more shocking.  The age of my parents may dictate an anticipation of their deaths as a matter of well-reasoned expectation, yet what I thereby expect is a sort of life I have never lived.

We can parse the solitude of the orphaned in a number of ways and while much of sorrow will confess its origins in the irreducibly particular features of a child and her parents, the idiosyncratic and elusive features of any relation that defy summary representation, some general elements bear remark.  To the extent that parents are just those who, unlike most or all others, will care for my well-being as much as I, in losing them, I lose the potent reassurance that my fate is not mine alone.  While it is possible that I will find others who so care for me, such will be my good fortune, a stroke of luck rather than an expectation easily fulfilled.  Moreover, even where I find companions who profoundly share an interest in my well being, such is unlikely to manifest in ways that resemble a parent’s care.  Perhaps an anecdote will illustrate.  A friend recently described sitting in hospital at her mother’s bedside as her mother suffered with mortal illness.  When the daughter expressed the intention to leave the hospital briefly, her mother encouraged her to wear a sweater to protect her from the autumn chill.  As my friend recounted this episode, she observed that neither her having attained the mature age of 60, nor the fact that her mother lay on what both knew to be her deathbed could supplant her mother’s gentle worry.  Losing her mother, she realized, entailed that there would be no one to remind her to carry a sweater.  Her mother’s interest, here the prosaic stuff of maternal solicitude for a child’s comfort and health, can find no analogue in the care we typically expect, and perhaps even prefer, from others.  It is distinctive and singular, the reassurance it offers wholly particular to the relation between parent and child.  Such also illuminates the way in which the death of a parent operates to render the child an adult in a way she has not been before.
As children we bear reminding to carry our sweaters and, for a mother, our reaching 60 cannot wholly elide the children we have been.  The solicitude and interest of a parent for a child does not operate in the isolation of a discrete moment, but out of a fullness of time and shared experience.  The parent is the person for whom I am at once my self in its current iteration and all I have been, from wailing infant to child and onward.  The parent recalls a past that patterns present interaction and renders it pregnant with an authority few, if any, others can achieve.  Moreover, it is the parent who most directly connects the child to a past that reaches beyond her birth, the authoritative bond that attaches her to “the people” from whom she is descended and the past her own life carries forward.  For parents guide in view of how they have been guided, embodying the traditions and history of a shared and extended familial narrative.  The parent thus represents my beginning and beyond, perceiving me as most others cannot and apprehending a reach of time that lends continuity to my life and the lives from which it issues.  With the death of the parent, then, the child is not only bereft of her own childhood, but charged with articulating her own, unmediated, bond to the long reach of her personal and familial past.  She must become her own memory and guide.  The child is unmoored from that which most directly bound her and such is a freedom certainly, but a terrible freedom fraught with great risk.
  She is charged with carrying on, but alone in doing so.  Moreover, she must carry on with a heretofore unknown authority, becoming for subsequent generations the sustaining connection to the past her parents afforded her.  In losing her parents, she becomes an adult because she is no more someone’s child.  She is responsible for herself and for others as she has never been and such fosters a terrible loneliness.
The solitude of the child bereft of her parents is additionally encouraged by the way in which this species of loss resists the softening possibility that those we have loved can find replacement or, more precisely, that the species of affection we have shared can be shared again in new refinements with others.  To return to my earlier comparison, where I lose a friend or spouse, my pain can perhaps find some redemptive or compensatory relief in the prospect of future, similar relations.  While each relation enjoys a singularity and particularity that defies replication, I may yet find a future with another spouse or friend, and this prospect offers a redemptive quality to loss.  I will never enjoy just what I enjoyed before, yet the skills and affection I achieved in these relations may not be wholly lost for they may find purchase with others.  My capacity to be a spouse or to be a friend remains despite my having lost its object.  Where I lose my parents, however, there can be no such compensation, nor indeed will I find any ready surrogate.  We may find others who are “like parents” to us, but they are always and only “like,” for any proxy will remain just that, a substitute for someone irredeemably lost.  A new friend or spouse will be friend or spouse, different than those I have lost certainly, but able to fulfill with completeness the roles they inhabit.  One cannot, however, acquire new parents.  There are no others who can with completeness operate as a parent does, for even if another could assume something of the solicitude and care of a parent, they cannot appropriate or approximate the initial “magic” of the parent’s world-making power.   The relation with parents thus terminates in a way more definitive and final an integral feature of who I am and can be.  
The termination of the child’s relation to her parents is, to be sure, an expected event.  As such, under some constructions of grief, it may appear to constitute less a deprivation than other species of grief.  Grief perhaps often reflects the dislocation of losing a desired future and the self anticipated within that future.  The death of a friend entails not just the loss of present companionship, but the loss of a hopefully awaited future with my companion.  In losing a friend, I am rendered bereft of not only the person I am within the relation, but the person I might have, and wished to, become.  The deaths of parents do not well accord with this model, for the nature of the relation naturally and perhaps even emphatically includes an anticipation of bereavement.  The mature child cannot reasonably imagine the relation extending indefinitely into a future horizon.  However, here again the potential for a softening of pain is frustrated by the unprecedented isolation engendered by the loss and by the unusual impotence that accompanies anticipation.  
While the bereft child is not denied a rationally expected future by the loss of her parents, she is deprived of what Kongzi conceives as one of the central projects of a well-lived life:  the effort of the affectionate child to settle her debt with her parents.  What anticipation of bereavement typically buys is the opportunity to reassure the dying of our affection and care, to make clear the magnitude of our feeling and appreciation for the part the other has played in securing the quality of our lives.  Where I know I shall lose my companion, I will more freely spend the coins of our shared affection, making explicit commitments often left unexpressed.  However, where it is my parents whose end I foresee, the debt cannot be settled.  No wealth of expression, in words or deeds, can discharge this particular balance, for it is simply too great.
  What does one offer those who most directly give one oneself?  Such is a task impossible in life, but rendered finally so in death.  While parents live, the child may conduct her life in ways that acknowledge what they have given her, but the most potent resources she will possess – completing her own life so that its totality is dignified by virtue and rearing her own family in accord with virtue and the particular traditions she inherits – reside in a future her parents will not and cannot share.  She will only approximate payment of her debt long after those who stood her surety are gone and such accentuates her impotence to do so for them.  They are her beginning but can be offered no share in her end.
  The child who apprehends her parents’ foundational role in crafting the world she inhabits will suffer their deaths as an event entirely particular and without parallel, yet she will additionally find that there is much here that casts into sharp relief wider truths about human experience.  The power of her parents is unlike any other that she will experience, and the distress engendered by their deaths originates in some measure in the experience of power’s decline, of the realities of decay and dying.  For the very young child, a parent exercises a power akin to that of a god, the parent possessed of abilities and understanding the child can only dimly assay.  As the child grows into maturity and assumes her own power, the full humanity of the parent becomes increasingly evident, yet the self-reflective child will simultaneously apprehend with greater empathy what parents achieve.  The source of their “magic” becomes more apparent but as a fellow practitioner, the child appreciates the delicate and fine nature of the power they exercise.  Insofar as parents inspire in the child an enchantment with the world-making capacity human beings possess for each other, she will find their decline into old age and its attendant frailties that which remarks the limitations of all human power.  Her “gods” are human and in apprehending this, she takes their measure and the measure of the human project, its fleeting and provisional fineness.  All people decline and die, but to see one’s parents do so, to witness the waning of this uniquely potent and foundational power, is to apprehend the exquisite fragility of the whole human edifice.  The structures upon which we rely and in which we find our origin are evanescent.  The passing of one generation entails the passing of power and authority and such is the way of things.  Yet the child who apprehends this must feel acutely both her responsibility to manage well what she is bequeathed while knowing that its persistence can never be assured.  She must “give of herself utterly,” yet even so cannot trust that it will abide. 
V.
In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Gertrude observes Hamlet’s melancholy upon the death of his father and is uneasily bemused.
  Why, she wonders, given how natural it is for fathers to die, should Hamlet take it hard.  She and King Claudius reproach Hamlet for his enduring sorrow by observing the general patterns of mortality, giving eloquent voice to the suspicion that the death of a parent is, among deaths more generally, unworthy of pronounced and prolonged grief.  Nature’s “common theme is death of fathers,” Claudius observes.  To grieve heartily and long such a death “shows a will most incorrect to heaven,/ A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,/ An understanding simple and unschool'd.”  Gertrude thus recalls her son to this, and to the wider reach of mortality, urging Hamlet, “Thou know’st ‘tis common; all that lives must die.”  Hamlet’s reply is terse:  “Ay, madam, it is common.”  “If it be,” Gertrude asks, “Why seems it so particular with thee?”  Hamlet’s reply bespeaks at once dismay and despair, “Seems, madam! nay, it is; I know not ‘seems.’”  He upbraids his mother for mistaking his melancholic mien for an assumed despair, the “inky cloak” of mourning one can don or shed as one will.  Were his grief but an elective posture, he could relinquish it, but he has “that within that passeth show.”
Hamlet offers a sensibility near to that suggested by Kongzi.  Grief for the death of a parent finds its warrant in the understanding that there is here a loss distinctively disturbing.  The death of the parent is “so particular” for the child.  The counsel that would encourage us to find it otherwise elides the distinction between what is common for humanity as a whole and what registers as utterly singular in my own experience.  The power visited upon me by my parents will not arise again.  Its passing remarks a change unlike any other I will experience.  In my parents, the world is made and in their deaths it comes undone.  To be sure, death is the “common theme” of human experience and the deaths of parents are but a rather ordinary variation on that theme.  Yet, Kongzi would aver, where I seek a life made finer by the enchantments and grace of an achieved humanity with others, such a posture can only register as a feigned worldliness, an indolent abstraction that can only betray me.  
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� Here and throughout the essay, the deaths of parents should be understood to refer to ordinary deaths that come after what is presumably a reasonably full span of life.  The deaths of parents to which the classical Chinese ritual documents and Kongzi himself generally refer are not, that is, exceptional cases of premature or tragic death, Thus the bereft “children” these documents would instruct are correspondingly mature, adults capable of performing the ritual obligations to the dead with which they are charged.  There is no presumption that it is a special or unusual circumstance, such as the early orphaning of a young child, that generates sorrow.


� I do not here wish to suggest that nature plays no role in generating grief.  That is, grief for children or for parents must be understood to have natural dimensions that operate regardless of cultural meanings.  My target here is simply how societies emphasize one species of grief rather than another.


� Jacques Derrida, Aporias, trans. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford:  Standford University Press, 1993), 43. 


�Analects 19.17.  Although this claim appears in what is commonly judged to be a later stratum of the Analects and is also reported by a student rather than more directly ascribed to Kongzi, the substance of the claim is consonant with the emphasis on mourning parents found elsewhere in the text.  Quotations from the Analects are from The Analects of Confucius, trans. Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont, Jr. (New York:  Ballantine Books, 1998).  Most subsequent references are given in the text of the essay.


� Analects 7.1.  Here Kongzi declares that he follows the traditions of the ancients in what he offers.  This claim is of course perhaps misleading.  While Kongzi clearly does aim at the preservation of tradition, it is likewise clear that he does not do so uncritically but aims to enliven tradition with a distinctively philosophical sensibility.  


� While there are likely many reasons for this, I suspect that one quite substantial reason resides in the sensibility I lay out below, namely, that sorrow for the deaths of parents is considered a particularly irrational species of grief.


� See, e.g., Analects 3.4 where Kongzi avers that authentic grief is preferable to extravagant mourning and Analects 19.14 where he suggests that mourning ought be indexed to grief.


� I am indebted to my colleague Hugh Benson for (perhaps inadvertently) suggesting this line of reasoning.


� This koan is traditionally ascribed to Sengai.  Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, eds. Paul Reps and Nyogen Senzaki (Boston:  Shambhala, 1957), 122.


� Yan Hui did of course die before Kongzi, much to Kongzi’s regret.  Kongzi’s response to the loss is described in Analects 11.8-11.11.  For a discussion of Kongzi’s response, see Amy Olberding, “The Consummation of Sorrow:  An Analysis of Confucius’ Grief for Yan Hui,” Philosophy East and West  54 (2004):279-301.    


� I borrow this term from Phillipe Ariés’ seminal work on death in the later western tradition, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1981).


� cite PJ


� See, e.g., Kongzi’s responses to the deaths of his students, Bo Niu (6.10) and Yan Hui (11.8-11.11).


� I borrow this term from Pierre Hadot who employs it to denote the ability, recommended by many of the western ancients, to enlarge understanding through the deliberate employment of reason to contextualize particular phenomena within the wider patterns of the cosmos.  See Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, ed. Arnold I. Davidson, trans. Michael Chase (Cambridge, MA:  Blackwell, 1995). 98.


� This is the outcome for which Zhuangzi so powerfully argues.  For a discussion of his view, see Mark Berkson’s essay in this volume?  Roger Ames, “Death as Transformation in Classical Daoism,” In Death and Philosophy, ed. Jeff Malpas and Robert C. Solomon, New York:  Routledge, 1998) and Amy Olberding, “Sorrow and the Sage:  Grief in the Zhuangzi,” forthcoming in Dao:  A Journal of Comparative Philosophy.


� See, e.g., Analects 2.21 where Kongzi claims that, despite his having no ministerial position in government, he serves government by being a filial son and good brother.


� I do not wish to deny that the social promotion of grief has no role in motivating grief.  I suspect that it is more difficult to motivate an emotion that meets with social disapproval than to motivate one that meets with approbation.  Thus, insofar as political and social commitments entail praise for those who demonstrate grief, individuals will be more likely to incline toward sorrow.


� See, e.g., Analects  4.18.  Here Kongzi sympathetically counsels children regarding their responsibilities to parents who stray from the way.  He offers that children ought remonstrate but, if unheeded, should maintain respect.  Notably, he also counsels against resentment, tacitly acknowledging the difficulty of preserving good feeling where parents are in some measure unworthy. 


� To be clear, I here refer not to cases in which parents brutalize their children but to popular debates about what might be deemed “styles” of parenting.  


� While it must be noted that a significant element of the child’s debt was considered, by the early Confucians, attributable to the parents having given life to the child, I shall leave this aside in what follows.  Instead, I focus here on the shared relational elements of the parent-child dynamic, those features of the relation most subject to modification and elaboration by the individuals in the relation.  For a discussion of the problems attached to debt for the “gift of life,” see Philip J. Ivanhoe, “Filial Piety as a Virtue,” in Filial Piety in Chinese Thought and History, eds. Alan K. L. Chan and Sor-hoon Tan (New York:  Routledge, 2004), esp. pp.190-193.


� See Analects 17.21.  The three year mourning period, it should be noted, was just over two years in duration.  That is, one was obliged to mourn into the third year after a parent’s death.


� “Area Baby Doesn’t Have Any Friends,” The Onion 41-46(November 16, 2005)  http://www.theonion.com/content/node/42599





� As will be evident in what follows, I do not draw any strong analogy between parents and friends.  There are, for the Confucians, considerable differences between the two.


� It is also perhaps useful to observe that the worth of such claims for parents may also be dubious.  While such a perspective could function as a helpful check on any tendency of a parent to demand unreasonable measures of care or affection, it does not otherwise promote what we would readily judge to be adequate parenting.  That is, performing one’s parental role out of a sense of moral duty risks eliding significant elements of good parenting, such as appropriate affection, that resist representation as commands of duty. 


� William James, The Will to Believe (New York:  Dover Publications, 1956), 24


� Herbert Fingarette, Confucius:  The Secular as Sacred (New York:  Harper & Row, 1972), especially chapter 1.


� In Analects 12.19, Kongzi claims that the power of the virtuous ruler for his people manifests in a way akin to the wind bending grass.  In using this claim here, I rely on the analogue Kongzi draws between the state and the family and between the ruler and the father. 


� Olberding, “The Consummation of Sorrow,”  .


� I hasten to qualify this claim by noting that some acquired relationships, e.g., exceptionally long-lived marriages, may be of such a duration as to render the precedents of a past without them functionally useless.  Moreover, that I can conceive my life without a beloved spouse or friend should not be taken as indication that such a loss would, prima facie, be easier to bear than the loss of a parent.  There are of course too many variations in human relationships to sustain such an immodest claim. 


� Kongzi is, I believe, quite alert to the perilous freedom enjoyed by the bereft.  He is, moreover, aware that grief can corrupt the judgment and render the bereft ill-equipped to manage the aftermath of loss.  The formal structures provided by ritualized mourning are, in part, aimed at aiding the bereft in navigating this territory.  For example, the injunction that children ought not depart from the way of their father for three years following his death can be construed as a protection against inept or ill-considered decisions made in the midst of sorrow.  See Analects 1.11 and 4.20.  For more on the function of mourning, see Olberding, “Slowing Death Down:  Mourning in the Analects,” forthcoming in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the Analects, ed. David Jones (LaSalle, IL:  Open Court Press).    


� This element of my argument, I believe, most emphatically requires the aspirational sensibility of Kongzi.  While I suspect that Kongzi and I would disagree, I would maintain that the inability to “repay” what parents offer must presuppose parents of reasonably high virtue and generosity.  Parents whose influence is pernicious (while yet not strictly immoral) could be understood to have “paid out” less to their children, consequently rendering the discharge of filial debt possible.  Additionally, while our debts to non-parents may be of a different type, I by no means rule out the prospect of acquired relationships of such life-shaping value that these too defy “repayment.”


� The following quotations all appear in I.2.66-120 of William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Sylvan Barnet (New York:  Signet Classic, 1998).    I am indebted to my brother, Bruce Olberding, for reminding me that Shakespeare said first (and much better) some of what I wish to argue here.
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