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Overall, Anton Luis Sevilla’s monograph, Watsuji Tetsurō’s Global Ethics of Emp-
tiness, offers a lucidly written, and welcome addition, to the growing literature on 
Watsuji Tetsurō. The content of Sevilla’s book is applicable and beneficial to all lev-
els, from Watsuji scholars, to those who lack any prior knowledge. There are areas 
which one may wish to see developed further, such as the relationship between 
Aristotle and virtues, and the discussion on communitarian literature. However, 
there are limitations to writing a monograph and one has to be selective in that 
which one includes. In acknowledging these restraints, it is to be appreciated that 
Sevilla presents a well-focused analysis. Whilst he explains Watsuji’s ethical system 
in a coherent manner, he also contributes to the literature by offering insights into 
previously untranslated texts. In this respect, Sevilla’s publication will doubtlessly 
enable and encourage the further development of Western scholarship on Watsuji.

Kyle Michael James Shuttleworth
Queens University Belfast
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Western-style democracy as a model of governance seems to be tottering of late 
under the pressure of globalization coupled with an increasingly fragmentary mode 
of human existence and experience. With the rapid evolution of patterns of human 
interaction in an age of social media and the wide dissemination of information, 
issues of governance, morality, ethics, individuality, and well-being are all under 
renegotiations, making a turning point in the (post)modern milieu. After the 2016 
elections in the United States, the world has become increasingly aware of the politi-
cal weight of the social-media juggernaut. More and more voices have risen to decry 
our increasing vulnerability in the era of “post-truth” and capitalistic social-media 
giants, while others go so far as to proclaim the “failure of liberalism” altogether. 

Clearly the very philosophical foundations of Western liberalism and democracy 
need to be revisited. The fragmentation of opinion and orientation, global environ-
ment issues, the disproportionately large importance placed on individual differ-
ences (at the expense of commonalities), the rising clamor for individual rights, and 
the apparent clash with the perceived interests of the community (identity poli-
tics)—all these point to the need of an alternative view to bridge the increasing gaps 
between us as individuals and Us as a larger community. 
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In this context, Ames and Hershock’s Confucianisms for a Changing World Cul-
tural Order is a highly timely and ambitious project to offer just such an alternative 
point of view on the contemporary “ills” of contemporary society. In the editors’ 
own words, Confucianism has the capacity to become “part of the conversation on 
the cultural resources necessary to respond to global predicaments” and to provide 
another way of looking at human and political patterns of interaction, moving us 
from a “competitive pattern of single actors pursuing their own self-interest” towards 
a more collaborative pattern of players strengthening collaboration across national, 
ethnic and religious boundaries (page 3). 

The volume is made up of four main parts. The first part, Confucianisms in a 
Changing World Cultural Order, discusses Confucian ethics as a relevant cultural 
resource for the debate on global democracy, liberalism and capitalism, pointing 
to the possibilities for a more “humane,” collaborative model of capitalistic ven-
ture (Sor-hoon Tan) and towards a less “self-centered” model of liberalism (Lee 
Seung-Huan). The second part, Different Confucianisms, focusing on Confucian-
ism’s nature and its historical limitations, investigates whether Confucianism can 
shed its regional, “East-Asian” platforming order to provide truly universal values 
(Chun-chieh Huang). 

The third part, Clarifying Confucian Values, is the shortest but also the densest. 
Heisook Kim’s chapter on the Confucian ethics of contingency proposes the shift 
from the discourse of “the end of history” towards a more fluid view of history, 
time, and philosophy with all that this implies for social and political ethics. Kim 
advances an alternate model of contemporary personal morality in which Confu-
cian conceptualizations of rectitude and fearfulness (coupled with the yin-yang 
nature of things) serve to keep the individual from the undiscerning (and thus 
destructive) pursuit of pleasure. Winnie Sung’s chapter, focusing on the philosophy 
of Confucian loyalty (忠), offers insights into the universality of social interaction 
as a locus of self(-identity) building and opens up interesting paths of inquiry into 
Confucianism’s appeal in an age of an increasingly disengaged modes of existence 
and a lack of physical social interaction. 

The fourth part, Limitations and the Critical Reform of Confucian Culture, dis-
cusses a number of historical limitations encountered in the adoption of Con-
fucianism in actual social and political scenarios (such as Wonsuk Chang’s 
“Euro-Japanese Universalism, Korean Confucianism, and Aesthetic Communi-
ties” or Bernhard Fuehrer’s “State Power and the Confucian Classics”), but it also 
highlights the possible consequence s for individual morality and democratic gover-
nance. Michael Nylan (“Wither Confucius? Whither Philosophy?”), for example, 
points to the potential gain of reviving the two early Confucian “signposts” of 知
足 (“know what’s enough”) and 如見大賓 (“treat others as honored guests”), in an 
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attempt to reidentify our core human needs of physical contact and dignity and 
“undercut the emerging world of vr, rife with illusions of omniscience, omnipres-
ence and omnipotence” (pages 205–6). Nylan suggests that by adopting Xunzi’s 
idea of human desires not as an obstructions to morality but as its very bedrock, 
we might transform the role of the state into creating institutions that foster self-
governance and the satisfaction of all bodies. Similarly, Wu Genyou’s “Striving for 
Democracy” describes Confucian political philosophy as an intellectual force for 
the pursuit of modernity and democracy in China. With its focus on 民主—the 
separation of powers, and the underlying principle of the well-being of the people 
(民)—as the criteria for political legitimacy, Confucianism also provides an alterna-
tive model of democracy to the Western one. 

Overall, Ames and Hershock’s Confucianisms offers a number of thought-pro-
voking directions in terms of social, moral, and political philosophy: the possibili-
ties of re-imagining the self as a relational concept, construed (and constructed) 
in the locus of social interaction; the possibilities of engaging with the pervasive 
mal du siècle ushered in by globalization and a sense of great connectivity masking 
an increasingly disconnected mode of interaction); and the possibilities of expand-
ing Western readings of essential concepts like democracy, capitalism, individuality, 
community, ethics, governance, and well-being.

In an age when Confucianism as a philosophy has become indistinctly connected 
with illiberal political regimes such as those in China or prewar Japan, and vigor-
ously accused of an innate incompatibility with the institutions and constructs of 
modernity, this volume provides an essential tool in navigating the debate on Con-
fucianism’s contemporary relevance. Ames and Hershock’s Confucianisms success-
fully dismantles many of the preconceptions on Confucian philosophy’s so-called 
backwardness and illiberal core, opening up exciting new directions for its engage-
ment with a globalizing and liberal world, while at the same time emphasizing stress-
ing some of its essential, real-life limitations as a moral and political philosophy. 

In terms of Japanese Confucian philosophy, however, the volume leaves us with 
little hope of its current or future relevance. The chapters dealing with the matter 
(such as Nakajima Takahiro’s “The Formation and Limitations of Modern Japanese 
Confucianism” and Wonsuk Chang’s “Euro-Japanese Universalism, Korean Con-
fucianism and Aesthetic Communities”) do little to overcome all-too-common 
(and rather superficial) theories regarding its relationship with political authori-
tarianism or colonialist discourse. While it is essential to come to terms with the 
historical uses and abuses of Confucian philosophy, we can only do so by a deeper 
and more comprehensive engagement that these chapters seem to have achieved. 
In my view, other chapters, such as Bernhard Fuehrer’s “State power and the Con-
fucian Classics,” provided greater insight into the issue of Confucianism’s messy 
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relationship with authoritarianism. Fuehrer’s discussion on the misuse of Confu-
cian texts in the power struggles of the first Ming king raises some interesting ques-
tions on the criteria underlying the political use of philosophical texts and points 
to the rather accidental nature of Confucianism’s connection with authoritarian 
discourses. Autocratic regimes—irrespective of their location or cultural “ammu-
nition”—will, by their very nature, seek to limit intellectual freedom by means of 
censorship, reinterpretation, and rewriting in order to control ordinary citizens 
and force them into submission. In the process, philosophy, literature, art, and any 
medium that fosters freedom of thought will be misconstrued and repurposed to 
match the political agenda. It is this very mechanism, I would argue, that exposes 
the somewhat accidental nature of the relationship between (modern) Confucian 
philosophy and Japanese prewar totalitarianism, thereby opening up new paths for 
rethinking Japan’s social and political legacy. 

All in all, the editors have done us a remarkable service in singling out Confu-
cianism as an essential cultural and philosophical resource for the evolution of uni-
versal values towards a more cooperative model. By introducing into the discussion 
ideas long thought incompatible with recent history—capitalism and Confucian 
humanism—Ames and Hershock’s thought-provoking volume has made a timely 
and invaluable contribution to what Marcello Ghilardi recently called an intercul-
tural type of philosophy, a philosophy that focuses on the dialogue between cul-
tures and intellectual resources aimed at the advancement of human thinking (The 
Line of the Arch: Intercultural Issues between Aesthetics and Ethics, 2015). 

Alexandra Mustățea
Tōyō University, Tokyo


