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Abstract

In modern times, Confucian filial piety and fraternal respect have been criticized as
cultural ideologies in China that prioritize family relations over legal justice and public
morality. Critics argue that Confucianism treats family ethics as the basis and supreme
principle of moral legitimacy, leading people to unconditionally obey their parents. When
conflicts arise between familial emotions and justice, individuals tend to prioritize familial
bonds at the expense of justice. The “concealment of family faults” described in the Analects
is generally seen as a classic case where familial emotions conflict with justice, and has

become a hotly debated topic among Confucian scholars in recent decades.

This thesis categorizes scholars' debates on “concealment of family faults” into three
types of ethical dilemmas based on different factors contributing to moral quandaries. First is
the “factual dilemma”, arising from scholars’ divergent interpretations of words and phrases.
Based on an analysis of linguistic usage and philosophical assertions in the Analects, the
author concludes that the “concealment theory” represents the text's original intent, asserting
that hiding familial wrongdoings does not equate to condoning or tolerating them. Second is
the “normative dilemma”, stemming from conflicts between different moral standards. Most
scholars, whether critiquing or defending Confucius, agree that his advocacy of concealing
faults among kin compromises justice in favor of preserving genuine familial emotions.
However, the author argues, based on specific syntactical semantics in the Analects and
reflections on the pitfalls of ethical virtues, that the dominant normative value guiding
“concealment of family faults” is not merely “genuine emotions” but rather “ritual propriety”
and “learning”, without forsaking judgments of right and wrong. Third is the “foundational
dilemma”, arising from disputes among scholars over the rationality of ethical foundations.
Some scholars assert that Confucius elevates familial emotions above justice, viewing
familial bonds as the legitimate basis and supreme principle of his ethical thought. Critics
argue that grounding moral legitimacy in familial emotions leads to moral relativism and
particularism. Defenders counter that universal moral principles cannot be learned in
isolation from specific familial relationships, which are necessary conditions for

understanding and practicing universal values. However, the author contends that Confucian
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filial piety and fraternal respect are subject to judgments of right and wrong and are not the
highest principles or the sole basis for moral legitimacy in Confucian thought. The author
concludes that misunderstandings of the concept of concealing family faults stem not only
from an incomplete grasp of Confucius’s filial piety but also from a failure to recognize

Confucius’s unique moral discernment and pursuit in addressing others' faults.

Keywords: concealment of family faults; filial piety and fraternal respect; justice;

moral dilemma; approaches to others' faults; Confucius; Analects
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