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Introduction/Synopsis 

Carl Huang and Elizabeth “Libby” Goodman are a married couple of international 

businesspeople who each graduated college with a degree in philosophy. During his 

undergraduate studies, Carl specialized in classical Confucianism, studying canonical texts such 

as Analects and its commentaries Mencius and Xunzi. Having been raised by a Chinese family 

recently immigrated, Carl felt most familiar with the values espoused by Confucianism, and 

chose to study its roots to better understand himself – his own moral biases and his cultural and 

intellectual heritage. He found himself to be most sympathetic to Xunzi. For Libby, she delved 

into study of Rawlsian liberalism, but quickly found herself to be more convinced by the 

criticisms from feminist liberal philosophers such as Diana Meyers and Annette Baier. Like Carl, 

her orientation was inspired by her purpose to better understand her own ethical positions shaped 

through her upbringing, but in current day America as a woman. Though they have engaged with 

their respective canonical texts only up to an undergraduate level, Carl and Libby enjoy 

discussing philosophy together in their marriage. They usually talk in person, but, due to their 

traveling work schedules, they must sometimes resort to sending emails to each other. That isn’t 

so bad – after all, they met because of their business travels, and began their relationship through 

such method of correspondence. One can call them engaging in a contemporary reimagining of 

respublica literaria.  

What this paper covers is this: because their current jobs in international business require 

them to constantly travel, they have not had many mornings where both were at leisure to spend 

the breakfast time with May together. On one rare morning that has happened, they realized how 

differently they were organizing the breakfast routine for May. They start disagreeing about 
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which breakfast routine for May is ethically and developmentally better for her. What they argue 

in this paper is about how to best feed breakfast to their daughter. 

  In Part I, Libby starts the conversation about the issue. Libby advocates for a breakfast 

routine which end is the nurturing of May’s personal autonomy. Her conception of autonomy 

follows Diana Meyers’s model of autonomy competency, which defines autonomy as one’s 

proficiency in a repertory of skills that allows one to make rational decisions per situation as it 

befits one’s integrated sense of self. The way Libby does this is having May practice self-

discovery, the first step towards development of autonomy, which involves introspecting her 

own values, beliefs, and preferences. She wants May to do that by asking May what kind of food 

she wants for breakfast and then deliberating on whether that is what she really wants and what 

is best for her. On the other hand, Carl centers his routine on the observance of the central 

Confucian value of xiao (孝), often translated as “filial piety,” which is a demeanor and 

deferential conduct that expresses the child’s unconditional love, respect, gratitude, and care 

towards the parents. Carl follows the Confucian principle that filial piety is the root of all other 

virtues, such as the other central virtues of compassion, propriety, and righteousness, and wants 

May to grow with filial piety deeply instilled in her. Therefore, Carl wants to have May begin 

her day by practicing deference to Carl’s choice of breakfast for her, and, through deference, 

learn how to reflect on other people’s positions and feelings on top of her own. Libby has a 

problem with this approach, because she thought that Carl’s routine was demanding too strict of 

an obedience from May, which hindered her opportunity to nurture her sense of autonomy. Carl 

responds with a defense of his prized value, and so the back-and-forth on this ‘Breakfast 

Problem’ commences. 
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  In Part II, they revisit this topic a few days later, but with a different attitude. They are 

now focused on actually reaching a resolution by accommodating each other, for sake of May 

and their relationship. They review the argument they had in Part I, and identify the points in 

their argumentation that prevented them from actually engaging with each other and wanting to 

seek a resolution. Both Carl and Libby brought in substantive issues regarding autonomy 

development and value of relationships in one’s life, but the dispute dragged on because they 

were not necessarily responding to each other’s core points. Instead, both talked past each other 

by misinterpreting For example, Libby espoused a particular conception of autonomy, which 

Carl seemingly argued against by presenting a competing value of deferential filial piety. 

However, Carl was not responding to Libby’s definition of autonomy, but to the fact that Libby 

called it a ‘personal autonomy’ as separate from ‘moral autonomy.’ In another example, Libby 

was arguing against the constraining demands of filial piety as violation of one’s personal 

autonomy. However, she was actually arguing against Carl’s level of specificity in a way of life. 

Libby advocated for autonomy to give May freedom to choose how she wants to live. She was 

not responding to the actual arguments for filial piety, but just its articulating any kind of 

lifestyle. 

After realizing their errors, Carl and Libby re-address each other’s argued virtues and 

explore possible middle ground. They see that filial piety and personal autonomy are not as 

incompatible as they thought. Examples of moral autonomy in Confucian literature can be 

perfectly well explained in terms of Libby’s definition of autonomy, and the intended benefits of 

filial piety fits in well with the values care ethicists champion. Having bridged their differences, 

Carl and Libby seek out a breakfast routine for May they can both be happy with. 
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The compromise they reach then is to give May a choice between a constrained set of 

options for breakfast and focus on explaining the reasoning behind each choice. May will be able 

to develop her personal autonomy this way not because she get to choose between options, but 

because she will be learning how to make the right decisions when presented with options. Carl 

and Libby will be committed to guide her decision-making skills, helping her explore her 

primary desires and then how to balance it with more sophisticated set of wants. At the same 

time, May can appreciate the loving and caring relationship with her parents as they discuss the 

breakfast choices with her, and hope that she can view family as central to her own good.  

I hope this project demonstrates a way to negotiate two different traditions that are 

present in a single household, which is not an uncommon dilemma for many hyphenated 

Americans living today. It is a way to see how being fluent in more than one ways of the world is 

not a sentence into the twilight zone, but a resource for rich possibilities of how one can chart his 

own way of life. It seeks to demonstrate hope for those that have felt stuck between worlds, but 

are now beginning to find their own place in the world(s).  
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PART I 

From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Hi Carl, 

I just arrived at my hotel safely and I am just about all settled in. The flight was quite 

comfortable. It actually landed few minutes earlier than expected. On my way to the hotel, I 

talked to the partners here… it’s going to be a busy week, but not too hectic. I will send you my 

return flight details in a few days. 

On the flight, I thought about what happened at breakfast this morning with May. I 

noticed that it really has been a while since we were both home in the morning at the same time – 

our work lives have become that much busier, huh? That really showed, when we disagreed on 

something as simple as what to serve for breakfast for our daughter. To not even have our own 

morning routine as a family… isn’t that a little regrettable? I wish we had more time to spend 

together as a family in the mornings; especially with May growing up so fast. She’s turning 

seven in only a few weeks! 

Well, the fact that we haven’t had breakfast together in a while isn’t the reason I thought 

about it. It’s that when I was asking May what she wanted to eat, like among the different 

options of cereal we had, you walked in with a bowl of oatmeal already cooked and had her eat 

that. I asked May if oatmeal was what she wanted to eat. Before she could answer, you just 

claimed that this is what she will want to eat, because you said so.  
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It bothered me quite a lot that you did not let May have even an opportunity to speak. 

You implicitly justified stepping in so directly by saying that oatmeal was the healthy option for 

breakfast, implying that she would have chosen something unhealthy and overly sweet. While I 

agree that that could have been the case, I really think that she needed to come to that conclusion 

herself first. If she picked something that wasn’t good for her, I would have then asked May if 

she wanted something healthier, because it is better for her body so that she can play more and 

longer. The point is that she would have had the time to think about what she wants, and then 

express it, after which we can guide her reasoning and have her learn how to do that on her own. 

I know that you are not the overbearing type of a parent. I hope we can talk about this 

instead of letting it seethe, like we have done when we fought so frequently early in our 

marriage. I would have preferred to talk about this over the phone, but I have not been able to 

locate an international call service yet. 

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Hey Libby, 

I’m glad to hear that your trip so far is going well. If you could, could you let me know 

about your flight soon? Friday I might have a branch meeting to run, but I hope the timing can 

work out for me to pick you up. Just let me know. 

I must admit that I did feel some discomfort from you today during breakfast, but I could 

not put a finger on what exactly it was about, until your message. Thank you for being patient 

with me enough to talk about this invitingly at an appropriately later time, instead of getting into 

an argument right away in front of our daughter. I’m glad that we are long past that point in our 

marriage, back when we used to fight over the smallest details. But perhaps this is another 

instance of a cultural clash that we have experienced for years now. I thought we had ironed out 

much of those. But I guess this is a new one… and I’m sure it won’t be the last as we deal with 

May growing up each day. 

Funny thing is, a few months ago, around August, I was actually reading this book about 

cultural clashes by two psychologists.1 It included in passing a story about two mothers, one 

white American and another Japanese, who had just learned about the difference in their 

breakfast routine with their children. Their difference was very similar to ours. The two mothers 

then realized that one is no more right than the other, and that they are just simply different in 

what they think is valuable in a person’s growth. The book goes on to argue that this perspectival 

                                                           
1 Hazel Markus and Alane Conner, Clash! How to Thrive in a Multicultural World (New York: Penguin, 2014), 20. 
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difference is a cultural difference, where each culture expresses different ordering of values in 

life for its members. What happened this morning may be an example similar to that anecdote, 

when it comes to child-rearing. You did, after all, grow up in a family that has been in America 

for generations, while I still have rest of my family back in China. Our problem is, however, that 

we cannot walk away from each other simply after marking our difference, as the two mothers 

did. We must do something about that difference, as we are talking about it now. 

Anyways, the reason why I wanted May to eat oatmeal was not necessarily for the 

healthiness of the oatmeal, but because it is something that we, as her parents, are giving her. She 

is reaching an age where she naturally begins to think more independently, question everything, 

and explore the world outside the home, in kindergarten with her friends and teachers. It is a 

critical age to gain a grounding on how to take in all the things she is learning each day. I want 

that grounding for her to be family, specifically her relationship with her parents. Don’t you want 

us to be her home base for how to conduct herself in life as she goes forth? 

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Carl, 

I’m not exactly sure what you mean. Of course, throughout her life overall, I do want her 

to feel secure and confident about life by knowing that we will always be there for her. But I’m 

not talking about her life in the grand scheme right now. I’m only talking about how you did at 

breakfast, and how that might affect May. 

I think it was troubling when she was discouraged from knowing her own mental state, 

because you made a choice for her and expected her to blindly submit. This may be an 

exaggerated accusation for something trivial as cereal versus oatmeal, but it is not insignificant 

considering it is how May starts her day. 

As you said, May has begun to make friends and learn about having a teacher and 

experiment with different extracurricular activities. As she begins to know about different things 

in life like interests and relationships, this is the time for her to begin thinking about what she 

likes. She will be coming into contact with various options on what to do and who to befriend, 

and so she will need basic skill of self-awareness to be able to parse through them… that is, to be 

able to know what she likes and what she wants in the future. Isn’t the reason why we have been 

thinking about what different sports or dance or music she should try, to know what she kind of 

things she likes and wants?  

While we have the responsibility to supply her with options, she, on her part, for her age, 

should begin to practice thinking about what she likes and what she wants. That kind of self-
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awareness needs practice, and begins in smaller steps, such as thinking about what she would 

want to eat, or becoming accustomed to thinking about how she feels about certain things, and 

then learning how to express those inner thoughts. Isn’t it right then, that she should be starting 

to practice self-awareness, on a simple and harmless scale like breakfast? Because if not on 

something as small and pressure-free as what she thinks about breakfast options, on what else? 

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Libby, 

I do want May to become self-aware as well. But that will naturally come with age. I 

don’t think there needs to be an undue amount of attention on her being able to know her desires, 

since desiring is the first thing we as humans do anyways. People instinctively desire and will 

pursue their own desires.2 Because of that, I’m wary of letting May only be concerned about 

what she wants. Kids do that already because it is human nature. People are naturally self-

centered from birth. So it is our job as parents to make sure she becomes a good person, by 

teaching her how to shape her naturally selfish human nature into a good, compassionate one. 

That begins with learning how to be considerate towards her parents, the most important people 

in her life (especially as a child). As early as six, she ought to begin learning how to think about 

us in her life, and so that is why I stepped in and had her defer to her parents. She really 

shouldn’t be like those other kids who are spoiled and inconsiderate that throws tantrums every 

time their parents don’t bow to their whims. Well, she ended up eating something good for her, 

and she was able to do it because she listened to us, her parents. So what’s the problem? Don’t 

you think that is how a daughter should be? 

 

Carl 

 

                                                           
2 Xunzi, Xunzi: The Complete Text (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 201. 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Carl, 

Those spoiled kids are overly spoiled by their parents who aren’t thinking about the long-

term ramifications of spoiling them, or simply don't see what is bad about their kids being like 

that. You know we are not like them. What I am getting at is that she should know who she is.  

Being yourself isn’t being rotten. It begins with being aware of what is going on in your inner 

world, and then knowing how to act upon what it says rationally and coherently. That is not as 

simple as you make it sound like it is. Sure, we as people have desires all throughout our lives 

since birth, but we have many different desires that are often at odds with each other. We may 

act upon them, but simply doing what you want is not what I am getting at. Being yourself means 

to make integrated sense of your various contents of the inner world, such as her most firmly 

held normative principles, values, inner thoughts, primary desires, character traits, and various 

ends, and then choosing an appropriate conduct that supports or enhances that configuration of 

self. Before I sent tonight’s first email, I was debating between my desire to confess to you what 

was bothering me while expecting some kind of drawn-out discussion like this, and my desire to 

rest up well tonight after a flight because I have a busy week coming up. I nonetheless valued the 

honesty and mutual respect in our relationship enough to see it as a respect towards who I am 

and how I want to live my life, as well as the respect towards us as a couple and towards May, 

which led me reaching out to you like this. I have had different values that clash with each other, 

but I had to parse through them and examine what I value most and how it accords with rest of 
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my self-identity. That isn't automatic. Being able to parse through different desires and choose 

between them in accordance with one’s own value system is not easy. It takes a lot of guided 

practice, with us as her guides.  

This is all to say, that if you are afraid that she will become spoiled, you won’t need to 

worry about it. If we raise her to be more in touch with herself, she would be able to navigate 

through different desires and know what is truly valuable to her or not. 

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Libby, 

To know what she truly wants is great, but what is important for now isn't whether she 

can know what thoughts or values she accords with her conceptual scheme. It’s having the right 

kind of thoughts and values in the first place. For one, in order to know what values and beliefs 

and principles she wants to integrate into her true self, she should learn what values and 

principles there are in the first place. She might as well learn the proper and right values. I want 

her to become a good person who is mentally directed towards good things.3 She can become a 

good person by internalizing the good values of other-regard, focus on goodness and virtues, 

compassion for others, and desire for propriety. Even if she is genuinely in touch with herself, 

but what she truly desires turns out to be something bad and self-centered, then what’s the point? 

Wouldn’t we have failed as parents, who are supposed to nurture her moral health? As much as 

the skill of self-awareness should be grown, we must take care to instill her with good contents 

of her inner world that she will become self-aware of.  

 

Carl 

 

 

                                                           
3 Analects shows that what one is mentally directed towards qualifies the moral rank of a person. The likes of 

passages 1.11, 4.10, 4.16, 6.22, 7.6, and 17.23 comment on how junzi, morally supreme gentlemen, constantly think 

about virtues or self-cultivation. See Confucius, Analects, (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2000). 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Carl, 

I see your reasoning that she must first know what those good values are, to be able to 

incorporate them into her sense of self. But, what about knowing how to deal with parts of life 

that are morally irrelevant? Life is not just about what is good and bad. Life is not just about 

doing what is right and wrong. Morality enhances life, not constitute it.4 It exists to enhance 

other values of life such as personal relationships, personal fulfillment, self-worth, doing a good 

day’s work, play, enjoying beautiful things, among others. Those are what makes life truly worth 

living, instead of living as a saint of righteousness and self-sacrifice. In order to properly conduct 

oneself in those important parts of life that are independent of moral considerations, one still 

needs an inner world. One still needs to know what configuration of desires, beliefs, values, 

goals, traits, normative principles, and preferences they identify themselves with. These are all 

things that one needs in order to live a life of their choosing most comprehensively. In order for 

May to be able to be herself and know what she wants or needs to do for herself in different 

situations, she needs to know about the different motivational factors she has beyond moral 

values.5  

 

Libby 

                                                           

4 Susan Wolf, "Moral Saints," The Journal of Philosophy 79, no. 8 (August 1982): 434. 
5 Diana Meyers, Self, Society, and Personal Choice (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 62. 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Libby, 

I am uncomfortable with you compartmentalizing morality as separable from other parts 

of life. While moral life may not constitute a life, it greatly influences decisions made for those 

other parts of life. Even when choosing a career, you would not get yourself involved in a line of 

work that violates your moral principles, right? And similarly, if you find that others are 

perpetuating an industry that is wholly immoral to you, you would at least feel repulsed by it, 

and that will affect your other thoughts and decisions relevant to that industry. Choosing a 

romantic partner may not be exactly moral at first glance, but you would not choose someone 

that is either against your moral values or whose presence is against your moral values (like if 

they cause significant emotional harm towards your family). You would also guide how you deal 

with various ups and downs of a relationship with moral values of harmony, trust, forgiveness, 

and sometimes remonstrance. Even choosing what to eat for lunch could be morally governed, if 

you are an ethical vegetarian, or if you are concerned with which shopkeepers are good people, 

or needs the most patronage. While strict morality should not be the goal of everyone’s life in 

every part, it should not be separated from entirety of one’s life. It plays a significant 

determining role in one’s decision-making, as each act one commits to reflects and shapes one’s 

character in some way. Virtue is always in play. 

Because moral knowledge is so important like that, we need the most help we can get to 

grasp it right. May can do all the self-discovery and self-definition she wants alone in a room, 
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but that will not guarantee her having the right kind of moral knowledge. We need relationships 

to know about life, what the world is like, who we are, and who we ought to be. We need family 

to help us become good people. Through family, we learn how to maintain a good relationship, 

and by doing so, we learn about the important virtues in life like compassion and propriety and 

righteousness. We learn those virtues that we should live life by, and so the path towards such 

good life begins at home with the family. 

To begin strengthening that notion in one’s life, one must learn how to cultivate the most 

important relationship in her life: one with her parents. She must learn how to be filial, in order 

to be the best person she can be.6 

 

Carl 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Analects 1.2 and Xiaojing chapter 1 both state that xiao is “the root of all virtues.” See Confucius, Analects, 1.2; 

and Henry Rosemont Jr. and Roger Ames, trans., The Chinese Classic of Family Reverence: A Philosophical 

Translation of the Xiaojing (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press, 2009), 105. 



 20 

 

From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Carl, 

I wholeheartedly agree that interpersonal connections are important for our development, 

because that is how we learn about the different values that guides our decisions and desires and 

ultimately our life plan. Without learning from others, we wouldn’t know what to think about 

ourselves in the first place, as we learn language and conceptual schemes from others.7  

However, if you want relationships to be focus of moral development, then I think your 

method of maintaining a sound relationship is shortsighted. How exactly does one maintain a 

good relationship? Do you have an explicit answer? 

I do. The quality of the relationships is greatly improved through the upkeep of each 

person’s integrity during the relationship. A great, beneficial relationships only work when both 

parties have something to offer and resonate with. That is one value of relationships, when 

parties can benefit from each other after each have their own talents of being who they are 

individually. That sounds a bit more like what my cousin would say – he believes that social 

unions are important for their efficiency in connecting each of us to the resources that we 

individually need to pursue our own plans of life but do not have when alone.8 If so, a great 

relationship requires people to have already established their own plans of life (regardless of 

                                                           
7 Nedelsky, Jennifer, “Reconceiving Autonomy: Sources, Thoughts and Possibilities,” Yale Journal of Law & 

Feminism 1, no. 1 (1989): 8. 
8 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice: Revised Edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971, Revised 

1999), 456-459. 
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whether or not they are good ones) and needs in order to know what to get out of their 

relationships.  

Though that is a bit too cold and impersonal for me, since relationships are beyond mere 

transaction of goods and are instead characterized by significant qualities of care and trust,9 I still 

believe that relationships are more beneficial when one approaches them with a goal of 

autonomy in mind, since in my view of autonomy, one is able to refine one’s competency in 

autonomy through interacting with others and coming into contact with different value systems 

and conceptual schemes than their own. So, to go along with your concern for relationships, she 

should begin to focus on discovering who she is. If you are concerned about her becoming a 

good, sociable person, she needs to be her own person first. Without that grounding, imposing a 

focus on relationship into her life might make her lead a rather heteronomous life, where she is 

dictated by other people’s wills and cannot think for herself.  

Relationships are important for one’s development, yes, but they are only strengthened by 

a sense of self first. Just as you have your own position on this matter and not hearing mine, 

don’t you want May to have her own first, too? If you emphasize having her be obedient to you 

too much, she will not be able to develop her own sense of self and instead become someone 

servile. We don’t want May to become someone mentally dependent on us. If she is, that still 

falls under the category of being in a relationship with us. We don’t want that, right? 

 

Libby 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Annette Baier, “The Need for More Than Justice”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 17, no. sup1 (1987): 43. 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Libby,  

But we don’t enter into fundamental relationships such as family voluntarily. When you 

talk of benefitting the relationship by forming a stronger sense of self to know what you want out 

of a relationship, that assumes that relationships are entered as a rational choice for one’s ends. 

But most relationships important to our life are not voluntarily constructed. We are born into 

them, as we are born into a particular family. Once we are, we are grown in relationships as our 

family raises us. Relationships are not voluntary obligations for us as atomistic individuals, but a 

great part of our existence before we can form anything about ourselves. 

Look, autonomy is indeed valuable. I get that. But if we only focus on autonomy, it can 

too easily allow too intense of a focus on the self, which will lead her to an egoistic outlook that 

places more value on one’s own desires and needs over others – sometimes at the cost of others. 

Look at where the culture of focusing on yourself has taken United States. Michael Sandel 

diagnoses that abject individualism has led to complete disregard for others, including 

community and perhaps even family, which erodes any sense of collective moral glue. 

Everything is commodified and everyone is seen for their wallets, government is distrusted. No 

civility or moral values remain in effect.10 Do we want May to partake in that? With concern for 

others being ingrained in her moral DNA will help her rise above that.11  

                                                           
10 Michael Sandel, What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of the Market (London: Allen Lane, 2012), 8-19. 
11 Henry Rosemont Jr., “How to think about morality without moral agents,” in Encountering China: Michael 

Sandel and Chinese Philosophy, eds. Michael Sandel and Paul J. D’Ambrosio (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2018), 214. 
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To deeply think about others isn’t something we do naturally. It must be rigorously 

trained, because we are naturally self-centered and immoral anyways.12 We only think about 

what we individually want, some or most times at the cost of others, and so we must actively 

bend and shape that kind of instinct into something that is mostly caring about other people as 

well.  

At least that is how I think of it. My uncle has a different reason for why concern for 

others must be trained, when we talked about May when she was first born – if you would like 

that better. He thinks that while we may be born with natural desires and emotional tendencies 

that already presuppose having great relationships with people, such as our natural instinct for 

compassion, we still need to work on growing them into our consistent conduct and mindset. We 

need to nurture them to be consistently extended towards others.13 Yet, we both agreed that one 

cannot apply those feelings of habitually caring for others if we do not have those feelings for the 

most important people in our lives, which is our parents. By learning how to love and respect and 

care for us, her parents, May will then know how to do the same for everyone else.  

Grounding one’s thoughts and actions in other-regard begins with thinking about one’s 

parents. It starts with what is called filial piety (xiao 孝). You may remember me talking about 

filial piety whenever I am talking about my parents or going to visit them on holidays. There 

have been couple of times we argued because you said you couldn’t understand why I was doing 

something when I didn’t want to but simply because my parents wanted me to. It was for filial 

piety. It means the observance of affectionate deference and respectful care towards one’s 

parents in gratitude for their love and care towards oneself. It’s not just about the deferential 

                                                           
12 See note 2. 
13 Mencius 2A6. See Mencius, Mencius (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 35. 
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actions, however. It would not be great if May simply obeys me without thought or without the 

right demeanor. She must be motivated to do so with that deep love and respect for us. Both the 

action and the emotion behind it must be there. Otherwise, it would be no different than treating 

your parents like pets when taking care of them or being lazy and stupid when you do not follow 

your intent up with proper action.14 

In addition to teaching her what good other-regarding emotions are like, filial piety also 

teaches May a sense of propriety – another thing that can alleviate the dangers of abject 

individualism Sandel pointed out. It is proper that she should focus on relationships with us, her 

own parents. We give her the gift of life, as well as insurmountable love and care as we raise her 

and teach her about the world. So it is only right that May returns that love and care, and then 

respect as we are her parents who are doing so much.15 The proper way to show that love, care, 

and respect is to be deferential to us with those feelings. Then, learning that she should be filial 

because it is proper, May will learn what it means to do what is proper. In other words, she learns 

how to observe different social proprieties. She can extend it to other proper customs such as 

shaking hands firmly when meeting someone, instead of refusing to do so and being rude. Yes, a 

handshake can be considered a ritual propriety. Rituals do not have to refer to things that are 

always religious or antiquated. So by learning how to properly express filial piety, a propriety in 

itself, she will learn how to follow through other proper conducts that teaches her more virtues 

and proper emotions behind them.  

                                                           
14 In the Analects, Confucius remarks that “But even dogs and horses are provided with nourishment. If you are not 

respectful, wherein lies the difference?” (2.7). In another passage, he observed that “it is the demeanor that is 

difficult…. When wine and food are served, elders are given precedence, but surely [xiao] consists of more than 

this” (2.8). 
15 Chapter 9 of Xiaojing: “the son derives his life from his parents, and no greater gift could possibly be transmitted. 

His ruler and parent (in one), his father deals with him accordingly, and no generosity could be greater than this. 

Hence, he who does not love his parents, but loves other man, is called a rebel against virtue, and he who does not 

revere his parents, but reveres other men, is called a rebel against propriety.” 
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All the rituals or customs we have help one allow certain emotions that are good. In my 

Confucian framework, it allows one to rehearse concern for others.16 For example, you know that 

in China we bow to others. This is a gesture of lowering of oneself to others, which teaches 

humility. When we wait for my grandparents or parents to eat first during dinner, I go through an 

expression of hierarchy and deference to the elders. During these moments, rituals are a way to 

cultivate the right attitudes. Engaging in them is even a way of responding to a duty to have the 

right attitudes. It teaches us about the normative implications on how to be good in society. 

Rituals are morally educational, and so in order to prepare oneself to be able to follow them, one 

must start with observing filial piety.  

Nonetheless, working on one’s filial piety to work on one’s virtue is a work of a lifetime, 

so she should begin such craftsmanship of self early on. Listening to what we say with love and 

respect is how May can observe filial piety, and so she should do that starting right from the day, 

when this young. Especially when both of us are together at breakfast, which is a rare occasion.  

 

Carl 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Kwong-loi Shun, “Early Confucian Moral Psychology,” in Dao Companion to Classical Confucian Philosophy, 

ed. Vincent Shen (Dordrecht: Springer, 2014), 274. 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Carl, 

I am not hoping that she only thinks about herself. Once again, she is to be aware of 

herself first, as a step towards adept autonomy which enhances her relationships with others. As I 

mentioned, I consider relationships to be very important to her development as well. It is not that 

I am unaware of how outwardly, violently selfish people have become in United States, and it is 

not that I want May to be part of that. For one thing, it is that we are there for her to guide her, to 

help her find a balance between self-awareness and concern for others. While that may help your 

interpretation that it is during May’s and our interaction that she grows, how I look at it is that 

she benefits from the relationship to grow her competency in being autonomous.  

I feel that you are assuming autonomy to be automatic. That cannot be farther from the 

truth. Autonomy actually is the competency in a set of skills that can only be arrived at through 

deliberate refinement. It isn’t some metaphysical entity that is inherently part of us.17 It is one’s 

capacity to assess one’s own “true” sense of self and live by decisions that best accord with it. 

What I mean by “true” self is one’s integrated configuration of one’s most deeply held beliefs, 

desires, values, normative principles, traits, ends, and conceptual scheme – one’s coherent 

orientation towards the world. Simply put, the autonomous person is able to ask and respond 

rationally and realistically to “what do I really want, need, are about, value, etcetera?”18  

                                                           
17 Different from the conception of autonomy that is based on removing all traces of socialization and arriving at an 

untainted free agent, which feminists dub the justice conception of autonomy, or the ‘masculine’ conception of 

autonomy. See Meyers, Self, 40-45. 
18 Ibid., 53. 
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Skills included in the practice of autonomy are, in order of how they occur, abilities to 

reflect on one’s set of motivational factors (called self-discovery), formulate an integrated sense 

of self based on what constitutes one’s inner world and then construct a reasonable plan of life 

(called self-definition), and decide on courses of action that can help one achieve one’s ends 

(called self-direction). These skills must be practiced consistently to grow one’s competency in 

them. They must also be practiced throughout one’s life as one matures and develops more 

sophisticated set of desires and ends and enters different life circumstances.  

As May continues to grow, May must learn how to reflect on her inner world first. She 

must be able to be self-aware in the sense that she is able to assess her personality traits, her 

outlook on life, her decision-making habits and preferences, and her desires during different 

situations. She should be able to understand what she wants and needs both occasionally and 

enduringly throughout life, so that she knows who she is with her life.19  

So before she starts focusing on how to have good relationship with others, she must 

know her own person first. If we are to raise May, shouldn’t we raise May to become May? 

I am concerned that your primary motivation for May loving us is due to following 

proper social conventions. While we may teach her such principles, she should come to her own 

position that decides whether she wants to have that kind of relationship with us or not. Our job 

as parents are to teach her various principles, which you seem to agree, but we must also teach 

her how to reasonably assess different principles so that she can evaluate them for herself to see 

whether she wants to genuinely champion them. Perhaps it is more dutiful as parents to guide her 

on how to see if a belief or a principle she encounters could accord with or broaden her 

                                                           
19 Ibid., 49. 
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integrated sense of self. As much as we should teach her what to take in, as you said, I think we 

need to teach her what it takes to take them in.  

If she loves and respects us exclusively out of propriety, then that is not genuine love and 

respect, and I do not want May to succumb to such wholesale socialization. I want May to 

become an autonomous person, who feels, desires, values, and interacts with things 

autonomously, not purely out of propriety. If it is filial piety you want, then I want her to observe 

it autonomously. For that to happen, autonomy must be engendered first. 

Relationships must be approached with a balance of taking in external influences and 

continually defining oneself in relation to those influences. Because of how powerful those 

influences are, she needs a resource that can facilitate balance between her being true to herself 

while she grows in relationship with others. As she experiences more parts of the world, meets 

more people, and learns more about her growing self, she urgently needs to practice being 

autonomous, because autonomy is a resource that makes personal harmony under her own 

control as she interacts dynamically with the social world.20 She will encounter so many different 

people and be presented with many different options on what to want and need. She needs a 

personal anchor to navigate them well, and that is autonomy. Before she focuses on others, she 

needs to focus on herself. 

This is all grand for May who is only six-years-old, but she can begin practicing the basic 

version of those skills to start off her day, to set the tone for rest of the day as she goes out to 

kindergarten and experience the social world. 

 

Libby 

                                                           
20 Meyers, Self, 94. 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Libby, 

You are misunderstanding filial piety. Setting the scene for filial piety is not enforcement 

of customs, but actually encouragement of self-sufficiency in decision-making and critical 

thinking. You grow during relationships because being part of a relationship does not mean you 

erase yourself and let the other person dominate, but enter into an active interaction between two 

people. The best kind of harmony between people is not conformity but a dynamic that is akin to 

a great soup or a great symphony.21 A soup is rich, colorful, nutritious, and tasteful when the 

ingredients are diverse and complement each other. A symphony sounds profound and moving 

when different instruments sound their different timbres, pitches, and rhythm all together. Even 

though the two metaphors may suggest different processes of attaining that harmony, they both 

nonetheless base their conception of harmony on requirement of diversity of interests and 

strengths that are orchestrated for each other’s complementarity.  

Beyond allowing for differences in harmony, disagreements are allowed, or even 

encouraged, as well. An illustrative example is when Confucius thought one of his students, Yan 

Hui, was an idiot because he never disagreed with what Confucius said. Confucius later realized 

that it was not because Yan Hui was stupid that he agreed with everything, but that because he 

                                                           
21 See David Wong, “Soup, Harmony, and Disagreement,” (presentation, Creighton University, Omaha, NE, 

October 9, 2018); and Alan Chan, “Harmony as a Contested Metaphor and Conceptions of Rightness (yi) in Early 

Confucian Ethics,” in How Should One Live? Comparing Ethics in Ancient China and Greco-Roman Antiquity, eds. 

R.A.H. King and Dennis Schilling (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 37-43. 
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was so gifted that he immediately understood everything Confucius was saying.22 This anecdote 

suggests beyond Yan Hui’s intelligence that Confucius actually expected his students to argue 

with him on his teachings. Disagreement is not only permitted but even encouraged. Discussions 

through disagreements is how one grows to fully comprehend some teaching, and so it is 

supported.  

May can also remonstrate with us if she thinks what we are doing is wrong. If the parent 

is about to commit something bad, the filial child should care enough about the parent’s spiritual 

and physical welfare to try to convince the parents otherwise so that the parents do not harm their 

own moral character. I do not want May to blindly obey whatever I ask of her, or have her go 

along with whatever I do. I want May to think for herself, and then come to her own decision on 

whether to defer to us or remonstrate with us - where either way must be motivated by genuine 

love and care for us. If she does not do that, then I would not consider her a moral person. Only 

with moral autonomy can she lead a genuinely moral life.23 Otherwise, it would not be 

considered a moral life, but a life that happened to fit the moral standards. That kind of personal 

agency in doing what is good is highly necessary for her to become a good person, and that is 

exactly what I want for May. 

I too want May to become autonomous, especially – emphatically – morally. With moral 

autonomy will come competency in how to be autonomous for all other parts of her life, because, 

as I previously argued, moral life informs rest of life. The whole point of things my way is that 

she becomes morally self-sufficient later on. She should be able to know what is good and bad 

on her own. May is, in my view, in training to be able to recognize those kinds of situations So, 

                                                           
22 Analects 2.9 and 11.4. 
23 Joseph Chan, “Moral Autonomy, Civil Liberties, And Confucianism,” Philosophy East & West 52, no. 3 (July 

2002): 286-290. 
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she is allowed to, even encouraged to, disagree with her parents if she sees that what her parents 

are doing is morally wrong. I agree with you on that she should arrive at that loving and 

respectful demeanor on her own. But she cannot arrive at it without rehearsing that kind of 

attitude, through the rituals of filial piety – where filial piety, its fundamental demeanor, is 

engendered through the ritualistic conduct, and filial piety, as a more, acts as the ingredient of 

social harmony. 

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Carl, 

Nonetheless, filial piety is about deferring to others, even if it’s us. How can it be that by 

deferring to others’ judgment and desires, one forms her own regarding her own life? How is it 

possible for one to know what she wants and needs when that decision is made by other people? 

How do you think that kind of independence of self from a relationship can be achieved, if she 

never takes the time to consider being independent by thinking about herself in itself, not as part 

of a relationship?  

This question may be too much of a devil’s advocate, but it is a question worth asking to 

cover all necessary grounds. On your new point, how do you know if more focus on relationships 

will help the current ills of America that individualism supposedly brought on? Confucianism 

has been around for millennia, but deeply Confucian societies are definitely not utopia. there 

have been many articles on adolescent psychology and development that shows many East Asian 

families really do have an authoritarian parent-child relationship. Most popularly, think about 

Amy Chua’s controversial Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother. Other than that, a wealth of studies 

on the effects of authoritarian parenting take their samples from families in East Asia or of East 

Asian descent in United States. Authoritarian parenting has been strongly linked to children’s 
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behavior problems,24 emotion problems,25 proclivity to alcohol abuse,26 poorer social 

functionality,27 even higher chance of depression,28 and psychiatric problems.29 

But I don’t want to get into any grand solution for the world right now. Taking that into 

context, what I am also concerned with is how do you know if focus on relationships is what 

May needs for her own best growth?  

You don’t, and I don’t either. Instead, we should be fostering a home environment where 

she can try different ways to live and view the world, where consequences are not dire and she is 

safe under our guidance. This is not only for the sake of having her try different things while she 

has a safety net of being in our home, but also she needs to try different things to see what is 

truly her own.30 She can find her authentic view of the world by trying different things out. No 

views/ways may ever be completely right (for her), but seeing different ways is helpful because 

each of them may be partly right and she can learn from them. And then, when she encounters or 

tries a really wrong way, she will see why that is wrong, and then become more confident in her 

chosen way, making it her own. She should be allowed to express different things, so that she 

can grow up in a discussion-friendly household. When she comes to her own, that’s when she 

                                                           
24 See Martin Pinquart, “Associations of Parenting Dimensions and Styles with Externalizing Problems of Children 

and Adolescents: An Updated Meta-Analysis,” Dev Psychol 53, no. 5 (2017): 873-932; and Xinyin Chen et al., 

“Authoritative and Authoritarian Parenting Practices and Social and School Performance in Chinese Children,” 

International Journal of Behavioral Development 21, no. 4 (1997): 855-873. 
25 See Lei Chang et al., “Harsh Parenting in Relation to Child Emotion Regulation and Aggression,” Journal of 

Family Psychology 17 (2003): 598–606; Li Wang et al., “Affect and Maternal Parenting as Predictors of Adaptive 

and Maladaptive Behaviors in Chinese Children,” International Journal of Behavioral Development 30 (2006): 158–

166; Elizabeth Long et al., “Differential Parenting and Risk for Psychopathology: A Monozygotic Twin Difference 

Approach,” Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 50, no. 10 (2015): 1569-76. 
26 Franklin Glozah, “Exploring the Role of Self-Esteem and Parenting Patterns on Alcohol Use and Abuse Among 

Adolescents,” Health Psychol Res 2, no. 3 (2014): 1898. 
27 Qing Zhou et al., “Chinese Children's Effortful Control and Dispositional Anger/Frustration: Relations to 

Parenting Styles and Children's Social Functioning,” Dev Psychol 40, no. 3 (2004): 352-66. 
28 Luma Muhtadie et al., “Predicting Internalizing Problems in Chinese Children: The Unique and Interactive Effects 

of Parenting and Child Temperament” Dev Psychopathol 25, no. 3 (2013): 653-67. 
29 Ping Yin et al., “Genetic and Environmental Influences on the Mental Health of Children: A Twin Study,” J 

Psychosoc Nurs Ment Health Serv 54, no. 8 (2016): 29-34. 
30 John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (London: Parker, 1859, Reprint, New York: Pearson Longman, 2007), 114. 
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can truly become autonomous. Just to make sure you get this, autonomy isn’t going by your own 

rule that you completely invented by yourself in isolation, but autonomy is going by your own 

chosen law that you’ve learned from others. Relationships are constitutive of the self insofar as 

we learn important, self-defining values from others, and we grow them in our interactions with 

others. Our mental content may be relational, but not our identities. I will grant you that how we 

see ourselves are formed in context of how others see us, as language and value systems are 

created for everyone else to understand.31 So I really am not denying the value of growing in 

placement within a community. But there must be a distinct warning against going over to the 

idea that we are entirely constituted by our relationships.  

 

Libby 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 See note 7. 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Libby, 

Some people only focus on the conduct of filial piety, and not the actual intentions and 

the motivation behind why we even need to encourage filial piety. I am very well aware of the 

deep problems in families in culturally filial countries. As someone who have seen how toxic it 

can become firsthand growing up, I am even more wary of the filial culture’s dangers than you. I 

have seen parents abuse their position and cause irreparable damage to their children’s mental 

and physical health. I have seen my friends dealing with all the problems filial culture poses 

daily whenever we catch up back in China. It is not that I am blind to the shortcomings of the 

application of filial piety as a more.  

Yet, the problems of filial piety are not substantive (in the sense of how political theorists 

use that word). Filial piety does not inherently or necessarily cause those harms. The parents that 

abuse their children or cause such pains to their children are not at all living up to the intended 

definition of a parent-child relationship. They are being authoritarian, which filial piety is 

nothing like. Authoritarian parenting is instead characterized by sternness in holding the child up 

to high standards, withdrawal of love, and frequent use of punishments and shaming32. On the 

other hand, in the intended parent-child relationship that fosters true filial piety, the parenting 

should be characterized by warmth, demonstrated by similarly holding the children to high 

standards but then with reasoning with them as well. That way, the parent and the child will 

                                                           
32 Diane Baumrind, “Effects of Authoritative Parental Control on Child Behavior,” Child Development 37, no. 4 

(1966): 887-907. 
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grow to love and respect each other, and maintain a relationship that is harmonious and 

interdependent, which is what filial piety is supposed to do.33 That’s Authoritative (not 

Authoritarian) parenting, or some call it Reciprocal Filial Piety.34 That is what I want with May. 

The common stereotypes of Asian parenting only views that other way, the misguided way. 

With a home environment that is supported by Reciprocal Filial Piety, she is entirely 

allowed to be as individualized as she wants. Filial piety shouldn’t constitute entirely how she 

lives her life. It only accounts for the emotional and moral grounding, which will give her 

enough security to afford exploration of different ways to live. Without the emotional and 

spiritual security of a great relationship with her parents, she will not be as confident or mature in 

her endeavors. One of the most important driving factors of someone’s success in life is having a 

good, intact, harmonious family. Filial piety allows for that, so that May can go out into the 

world and realize her full potential, whatever that may be. 

 

Carl 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 Ruth Chao, “Beyond Parental Control; Authoritarian Parenting Style: Understanding Chinese Parenting Through 

the Cultural Notion of Training,” Child Development 45 (1994): 1111-1119, and Ruth Chao, “Extending Research 

on the Consequences of Parenting Style for Chinese Americans and European Americans,” Child Development 72 

(2001): 1832-1843. 
34 Kuang-Hui Yeh and Owen Bedford, “A Test of the Dual Filial Piety Model,” Asian Journal of Social Psychology 

6, no. 3 (2003): 215–228.  
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Carl, 

Yes, harmonious and interdependent relationship between May and us is truly desirable. 

But, more so than your well intentions of wanting Reciprocal Filial Piety, the problem was your 

procedure. How can you expect her to enter into your desired dynamic if you do not let her come 

to love and respect you on her own, but only demand it? However warm your intentions may be, 

the way you tried to encourage it appeared similar to the authoritarian parenting you despise 

when you just do not let May even think for herself and expect her to immediately obey to 

whatever you say.  

If you truly thought about it, or even re-read what you just wrote, the important part of 

your intended way of parenting is that it “should be characterized by warmth, demonstrated by 

similarly holding the children to high standards but then with reasoning with them as well.” You 

certainly did hold her to a high standard by expecting her to immediately defer to you, but where 

was the “reasoning with them” part? Without that, how do you expect her to develop a kind of 

moral self-sufficiency you just talked about? Conduct has a tie to self-definition to the degree 

that it demonstrates one’s level of internal integration of one’s own values and plan of life.35 

Don’t you hold to highest value the unity of conduct and intention? Whenever you don’t like 

someone, you always comment on how their intentions and their external actions are disparate. 

                                                           
35 Meyers, Self, 60. 
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What makes you different right now? Your intention, of your own clarification, has not matched 

up with your conduct, which suggests something for me.  

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Libby, 

Yes, I do hold the unity of one’s intention and conduct highly on one’s moral 

assessment.36 I don’t think I went against it this morning. I didn’t give oatmeal just because it 

was my arbitrary choice, but, as I explained to May, that it will give her better energy so that she 

can play better and longer. I then asked her if she likes playing longer with her friends on the 

playground. She said yes, and I asked if she would like oatmeal that would allow her to do that. 

She said yes to that as well, before she started chowing down on the food. In your first email of 

tonight, you conveniently omitted that detail. She saw what I meant by caring for her, when I 

cared for what she liked to do, like playing. So it was as much of a reciprocated care and 

understanding as much as it looked like deference. If you remember that much, does this answer 

your question? 

You are accusing me of violating her autonomy, which in another form is paternalism. 

Well, such a view comes from a place where there is a hard division between different people’s 

conception of self. But in reality, people’s conception of self includes their roles. I am not just 

Carl Huang but also my parent’s son, your husband, and May’s father. I will approach significant 

decisions that will affect me greatly with great consideration for you and May, to the degree that 

I will not be able to make that decision alone, or even let you or my parents make the decision if 

                                                           
36 There are many passages in Analects that touts coherence of intention (demonstrated by speech) and conduct. A 

good person will watch what he say, for fear of his conduct ever betraying it, and will also watch what he does, to 

make sure it reflects what he truly believes in (14.27, 15.41). When judging others, one can judge his speech and 

intentions together (1.11). 
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I am incapacitated to make a good decision. Important medical decisions I would be comfortable 

having my family make it, because my family already knows me well enough and has the best 

intention for me.37 Pursuit of autonomy, no matter how relational it is by virtue of the extrinsic 

source of one’s central values and conceptual scheme, ignores the importance of others in our 

own conception of self, which ultimately makes as its basis an isolated vision of a self. 

Autonomy must be only approached with the strong background of a more porous self that 

allows for more than the vocabulary with which one wants to live by. 

I do not see myself as violating her sense of autonomy because the person May is 

autonomous by, as in the sense of self she will refer to for autonomous decisions, already will 

incorporate my thoughts and feelings as well as yours, because she will be a good daughter.  

You are also worried that she is suffering from acting non-autonomously due to not 

enough reflection on her own motivations. But, part of Confucian moral training is knowing 

what virtues one must live by. The most important of those motivating virtues is filial piety. By 

knowing about filial piety to the full extent, you won’t need to worry about her being blinded by 

her own subconscious, because she will know what is in her subconscious during her 

development at breakfasts. 

 

Carl 

 

 

 

                                                           
37 Wenqing Zhao, “A Confucian worldview and family-based informed consent: A case of concealing illness from 

the patient in China,” in Family-oriented Informed Consent: East Asian and American Perspectives, ed. by Ruiping 

Fan (Dordrecht: Springer, 2015), 238-9. 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Carl, 

Once again, history of procedure shows us that that is not the best way to live. History of 

oppression stems from having others tell you what to do precisely because of authority derived 

from relationships. Women were sold off by fathers, abused by husbands, and degraded by 

society. Language of autonomy to each her own made some return of dignity to women possible, 

in addition to other oppressed groups. The reason why I am able to work in my field right now 

providing for us is exactly that, how I was able to live autonomously and knew how to fight for 

what I needed in this world where there still is an uphill battle for professional women. Your 

confidence of letting others like family make important decisions is understandable, but 

ultimately comes from a place of male privilege, where the history of oppressive heteronomy is 

not immediate.  

Paternalism is only allowable when the decision made for the recipient is a decision that 

the recipient would have rationally arrived at themselves if they were at the capacity to make 

those decisions.38 In our context, let me ask you this then: would May herself have chosen what 

you wanted? Or is it that you are making those decisions as a father only? Would anyone have 

chosen it? Broadly speaking, would anyone have chosen the principles you want right now, 

                                                           
38 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 219. 
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considering all the relevant facts and historical evidences, if they were blind to factors particular 

to their gender, age, class, race, and specific relations?39 

 

Libby 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39 Rawls provides a heuristic to assess the fairness of a principles of justice in his seminal Theory of Justice. The test 

is that a principle in question should be a principle that someone from the ‘original position’ would have rationally 

chosen as well. This person in the original position is behind a ‘veil of ignorance,’ where he is blind to any social 

particularities such as gender, race, age, class, specific talents, specific plans of life, and specific roles and relations, 

that might differentiate his judgment from the next person behind veil of ignorance. Yet, this person has full 

rationality applied to his knowledge of basic history and other relevant disciplines that will allow him to make the 

best decision on the principle in question. If the principle passes the test, that it is a principle that a person of the 

original position would have rationally chosen, then it is ready to be argued for and executed in society. If not, we 

must ask what part or implication of the principle would the person of the original position have rejected, and return 

to the drawing board to fix it, until it is ready for assessment again. This process of going back and forth between 

this heuristic and editing which parts of the principle that fails this heuristic is called Reflective Equilibrium. See 

Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 10-19.  
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Libby, 

While that is difficult to imagine because I just outlined to you how specific relations and 

roles in our lives significantly determine our own lives, I can still answer Yes. Regardless of 

social particularities, everyone behind that Rawls’ veil of ignorance would have had a parent, 

and so filial piety arguably passes the test. That ignorant person would want a good relationship 

with their parents because of what they had done for him, and would want to love and respect 

and defer to them as well. So the veil of ignorance test, designed to be a measure of salience for 

principles of justice for our society, will find the principle of filial piety viable. But also knowing 

that people are naturally bad, and filial piety makes them good, they will want what is good.  

Will you then let May practice the society-withstanding autonomy for every decision in 

her life? She will be very lost without any kind of guidance on that. To be given the burden to 

choose everything for herself from scratch is cruel.  

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Breakfast This Morning 

 

Dear Carl, 

I think it is time to call this conversation off tonight. Both of us are clearly at an impasse 

unwilling to listen to each other and aim for any particular end to the discussion. At first, I only 

wanted to talk about a breakfast routine that is philosophically backed up, as we have done for 

other routine parts of our lives, but we ended up wanting to argue our own positions for the sake 

of arguing. It is quite late into the night and I have an early start tomorrow, so I’ll talk to you 

later. Good night. 

 

Libby 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*** 
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PART II 

From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Hey Carl, 

This is my return flight info for this Friday night. Work has been going quite well. 

Everything has been looking better than we expected on their end, so our meetings have been 

very smooth. How was May this week? She had a field trip to the local garden, right? Can’t wait 

to hear about what she thought about it. Can you pick me up from the airport on Friday? 

 

Libby 

 

-[Message clipped]- 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Libby, 

Yes, I will pick you up. The branch meeting got moved to first thing in the morning, so I 

will be able to leave work early anyways.  

May enjoyed her field trip to the local gardens yesterday. She brought home a drawing of 

a pretty Star of Bethlehem flower from there. It is up on our fridge now. She says she misses 

you, and wished you were at the gardens with her, so she drew her favorite flower from there to 

show you when you get back. She is so sweet… 

I thought a lot about our conversation two nights ago. We didn’t end on a good note, but 

at least it was one of the more civil arguments we’ve had – compared to the ones few years ago. 

Admittedly back then, the sleep deprivation and the stress of raising an infant took quite the toll 

on us. But we learned something more about each other at least, just like now. Through entering 

into disputes, I was able to learn about the issues you cared about and why you cared about them. 

I learned more about you in that way, on how you see the world, which helps me think about 

what kind of life we want to create together. As much as I learned about you, I learned about 

myself. I was forced to more clearly articulate my own positions to respond to yours, and in that 

effort I learned more about what values I most hold dearly. Our arguments so far have allowed us 

to become stronger individuals by making us learn more about who we ourselves are, and then 

become a stronger couple by being more understanding of each other. I believe this argument we 

had two nights ago is no different. 
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I thought about many different questions regarding our argument. We each had 

substantive points, but I laughed thinking, did we really argue that much about how May should 

breakfast? It clearly was something more than that. We argued over different conceptions of an 

ideal person, and different conceptions of how to become one. Mine was a good person who 

were considerate towards others, and yours was a complete person who took charge of her own 

life. But, are they so different as we had to argue so much? Just sounding that difference out, it 

doesn’t seem to be too incompatible. An autonomous person can still be good towards others, 

and a good person doing good things can do them autonomously. But that does not seem to do 

justice to the complexity of our dispute. Then why did we argue so much? 

Our argument became needlessly extended because we were talking past each other. We 

used the same words but with different meanings and context. When you set “autonomy” as the 

goal of May’s development, I understood it differently than as you do. I realize that you have 

been talking about autonomy as one’s capacity to uphold one’s network of deeply held beliefs, 

values, desires, thoughts, and goals, and act upon their coherent configuration consistently, in all 

kinds of circumstances. I think I was more or less holding a similar definition of autonomy, but I 

was referring specifically to autonomy exercised in ethically demanding situations. Our 

difference was that you wanted to develop May’s personal autonomy, while I was focusing on 

her moral autonomy.  

I responded by asking you what difference there was between personal autonomy and 

moral autonomy. By definition, if autonomy is one’s understanding and acting on behalf of one’s 

network of desires, beliefs, values, and normative principles, then moral autonomy is one’s 

understanding and acting on behalf of one’s own moral desires, beliefs, values, and principles. 

Personal autonomy is one’s doing that with those that are not morally relevant. You wanted May 
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to be able to be personally, or rather circumstance-universally, autonomous, because if she only 

has moral autonomy, then she will not be able to act autonomously upon non-moral attributes of 

herself during non-moral circumstances. 

To this point, I said that there can be no such distinction between personal and moral 

autonomy, because moral virtues are able to and should dictate all of life. When dealing with 

other people, no matter the circumstance, you must do so with compassion, benevolence, and 

respect to the customs, which are all moral values in my framework. When you are a ruler, you 

must rule with compassion, not with an iron fist.40 When you are performing your duties in a 

certain station in life, you must do so by adhering to all the relevant customs. Without virtue, 

society will fall. You talked about choosing a college major or a profession as examples of 

morally irrelevant life decisions. I disagree with that. If you strongly believed in helping other 

people grow, then you might be interested in majoring in education and becoming a teacher. Or, 

if you strongly believed in helping other people be relieved of their suffering, you may take up 

an academic and professional career in medicine. There is even a dimension of moral 

consideration if you choose to study economics and become a stock broker. While it is good 

because you will get to live a life of luxury and comfort, many people ask whether it is right or 

not, because you might be selling out what might have been your moral ends for a luxurious 

lifestyle, perpetuating a system of wealth inequality, or not choosing to pursue a nobler life. 

While I will not go so far as to say that morality constitutes life, morality does significantly 

influence all of life, as you said. So to exercise of personal autonomy without moral 

                                                           

40 See Analects passages 2.3, 2.20, and 13.6.  

 



 49 

 

considerations – or to exercise what is not covered by autonomous moral judgment – is 

impossible.  

That is why I have been arguing for primacy of filial piety, because filial piety is the root 

of all virtues. To grow one’s moral personhood, which includes practicing autonomy, one begins 

by observing filial piety. Autonomy is a virtue that I recognize too, and so it shall follow from 

filial piety first. 

However, this is arguing against how you label your conception of autonomy… not the 

actual conception itself. I realized that, and so I looked back at our conversation to understand 

the content of your conception of autonomy. I first approached your argument with the intention 

to disagree and disprove it. However, it was more compatible than I expected. While I disagree 

with you about there can be being a non-moral realm for autonomy to flourish, there is 

something to be said about the depth of which you explicated the process of developing 

autonomy. As I mentioned, I too prioritize autonomy. But I didn’t really have a precise 

articulation of how one achieves such autonomy. I have a grasp of what it takes to become 

autonomous, such as genuineness between one’s intention and conduct, as well as staying 

resolutely committed to one’s judgment in face of external pressures. Yet, there isn’t much in the 

Analects or Mencius or Xunzi about engendering autonomy, other than several examples of 

autonomous acts. 

There is a concern for genuineness in Confucianism that can serve as a necessary 

ingredient towards autonomy. Confucius was concerned about incongruity between one’s 

intentions and one’s conduct. One of the first cautions in the Analects for observing filial piety is 

to make sure one observes the right demeanor as well as the right conduct. Filial piety is not just 

taking care of one’s parents by feeding them and housing them. You can do that for your 
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livestock too. You must take care of your parents with the right demeanor, that is of love and 

respect. One’s conduct, that observes ritual propriety, must be genuine. To be genuine about a 

ritualistically proper conduct is to have the attitude that that ritual is supposed to cultivate 

through its performance. If one performs a propriety but without the correct corresponding 

virtuous attitude, then the propriety has not been performed. Confucius actually actively 

criticizes those who do that. He condemns “village worthies,” who perform seemingly moral 

actions, just to win the community’s praise.41 Their ‘moral’ actions were not genuine, because 

they did not have the correctly moral attitude. They were instead motivated by want of 

recognition. So Confucius’s listing the right attitudes and proper ritualistic conducts were so that 

they can be unified appropriately when observed.  

This is related to autonomy because autonomy, as you defined, is acting in harmony with 

your ‘true self’42 – the set of your most deeply held principles, values, beliefs, and desires, that 

hold greater importance to you than fleeting desires or peripheral values and beliefs that do not 

integrate well with the rest of your inner world. Confucius was focused on doing just that, to 

match one’s conduct with one’s most genuine intentions. Doing a virtuous deed out of ulterior 

motivation for recognition do not match, and therefore cannot be said to be autonomous. While 

your focus was on how one can do the matching of conduct and intention, by focusing on 

planning the right sort of acts that will accord with your true self, Confucius was instead focused 

on changing one’s intentions to match the ritualistic conduct one would need to do in society. 

His ethical project was about self-cultivation through rituals, which is a process of changing 

one’s inner world by performing proper conducts that nurture a certain attitude. One bows his 

head so that one can learn about humility. You, on the other hand, seem like you want to match 

                                                           
41 Analects 17.13, Mencius 7B37. 
42 Meyers, Self, 19. 
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the conduct to the intention. If one is already humble, then she should bow her head. Of course, 

that doesn’t mean if one is arrogant, she should stick to committing arrogant acts. (She may have 

a right to, but it is not necessarily good.) So, the direction of change in one’s act may be another 

of our competing points in autonomy.  

But there is not much to say from Confucians about how to become genuine, or 

autonomous for that matter. What I have only seen in my studies is that one should take role 

models of virtue and learn from what they do. Moral exemplars will be morally autonomous, and 

so by observing how they handle moral situations, one should learn how to reach that point of 

critical ethical judgment.43 Other than that, however, there is not much more articulation of how 

to get to that point. Based on that, your method of self-discovery and self-definition, where one 

must investigate one’s own desires and relationship with external values and beliefs, and then try 

to integrate them coherently, is useful for getting to that point. To bring oneself towards genuine 

observance of the ritual propriety, complete with actual experience of the correct intentions, I 

might just need your articulation of how one brings oneself to be authentic about whatever 

values or beliefs or goals one is acting upon. 

I want to explore what it would look like to incorporate your definition of autonomy into 

with my conception of moral autonomy. The example I used as a demonstration of moral 

autonomy is filial remonstrance. According to Confucius, if I was about to commit an act that 

May was aware of and morally disapproved of, May should respectful remonstrate with my 

decision and try to persuade me not to do it.44 The Book of Rites provides more guidance on 

what to do if I continued to be committed towards that immoral act: May should still try to 

                                                           
43 See for a discussion on moral exemplarism in the Analects in Amy Olberding, “Dreaming of the Duke of Zhou: 

Exemplarism and the Analects,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 35, no. 4 (2008): 628. 
44 Analects 4.18. 
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dissuade me two more times, and if she fails, she must defer but is allowed to shed tears for me.45 

If she follows all this, then May can be adequately considered to have displayed filial piety.  

You might say that here she has demonstrated moral autonomy because she was able to 

act upon her own moral judgment in face of external pressure of deferring to her parents. 

However, deferring to her parents is not an external pressure per se, because the desire to defer to 

her parents and thereby observe filial piety may (I hope) be one of her deeply held values. So, 

she could have found herself at odds internally between her deeply held value of filial piety, and 

her commitment to whichever moral value or principle that my immoral act violated. In addition, 

her actual care towards me, and her desire towards maintaining a good relationship with me can 

also be in play. As you said, a person may feel multiple desires and thoughts and commitments 

working either together or against each other at a single moment. This may be one of such 

moments. May, then, needed to have reflected on each of those commitments, and made sense of 

which is more important than which. Her integrated sense of self, which means her vision of how 

her important values, thoughts, principles, desires, traits, and ends fit together coherently and 

sustainably, could be an enjoinment of her role as a daughter and all its proprieties (like filial 

piety) she internalized having been raised by her Confucian father, her affection towards me as 

her father which accounts for her desire for our good relationship and also general concern for 

my well-being, and self-respect as someone who wants to be a good person by closely adhering 

to whichever set of moral principles she believes in. Having identified these motivational factors 

in herself, she is set to the task of seeing how she can conduct herself the given circumstance of 

responding to my commitment to what she deems is an immoral act. What she knows is that I am 

about to commit a certain immoral act, and I am wholly willing to do so if left alone, and she 

                                                           
45 Liji, Chinese Text Project, 2:28. 
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alone is at a position to sway me. Once she knows that, she can see that she has to act – her 

inaction would also be a deliberate act in this case. What is she to do?  

If she simply defers and let me follow through with the immoral act, her deference would 

violate most of her other commitments, such as her care for my well-being (because my 

performing the immoral act would harm my moral welfare), desire for long-lasting good 

relationship with me (because after knowing that I have done something immoral, she may not 

have the same level of respect for me as her initial teacher of moral values as I am her father), 

commitment to filial piety (because she did not care for me to the best of her abilities, which fails 

her as a virtuous daughter), and self-respect (because she let what she considered immoral to 

happen under her knowledge). Her silent deference then would not be considered autonomous in 

your sense, because it does not accord with her deeper sense of self.  

Remonstrance would be the autonomous act because it is going opposite to all the above 

reasons. Remonstrating would be her effort to dissuade me from my chosen immoral act, thereby 

trying to secure me my moral welfare by not doing something immoral, being a good daughter in 

that way, maintaining her self-respect by having acted upon her commitment to moral principles, 

and maintaining a good relationship with me as she had been able to keep my moral health safe 

and I learned the extent of her care towards me. Remonstrating is the course of action, arrived at 

via rational and informed decision, that accords the best with most, if not all, of her inner world, 

and so it is a competent exercise of autonomy-supporting skills of self-discovery (being aware of 

her motivational factors), self-definition (seeing what is the integrated configuration of her 

motivational factors), and self-direction (acting on a course of action that accords most ideally 

with her integrated sense of self). Filial remonstrance is an effective demonstration of moral 

autonomy that is compatible with your conception of autonomy.  
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Your careful conception of autonomy is needed, because simply saying that an 

autonomous decision is whatever one wants to do is not helpful when two or more courses of 

action at odds with each other may both be what one wants to do in a shallow sense. In above 

example, remonstrating accords with her sense of self, while deferring accords with her value of 

filial piety. Having spelled out what it really takes to make an autonomous decision, I was better 

able to understand why remonstrance is considered morally right. As such, ethically demanding 

situations may need higher level of examination of various motivational factors to see what is the 

right thing to do for that person in the situation. This is especially helpful in today’s Confucian 

societies because members of traditionally Confucian societies (like China, Korea, and Japan) 

are also members of the globalized society guided by values of Western individualism and 

capitalism. Many young adults feel at odds with values of both types of societies, such as in 

instances of marriage, where they want to marry someone that their parents highly disapprove of. 

Having the resource of autonomy can help, because it organizes the different factors to a rational 

decision making in a stream-lined way. I see the effectiveness in your conception of autonomy, 

and so I am on board with having May develop it.  

The advantage of our household is that May has access to my ethical vision as well as 

yours. She has the advantage of experiencing the good of both worlds; she can also see the 

shortcomings of both. So in order to have her be able to benefit from my knowledge and yours, I 

want to at least provide her with my virtues alongside yours. When they clash, she will have to 

practice moral/personal autonomy there, by evaluating which value accords most harmoniously 

with her own existing network of character attributes. So that is my hand in trying to start our 

way towards a resolution. 
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We have been misunderstanding each other’s arguments because we have been referring 

to different definitions of ‘autonomy’ and to what degree we should influence who she becomes. 

You were wary of any articulating of what exact kind of values, desires, beliefs, and principles 

one should follow, due to the danger of that kind of specificity turning into overbearing social 

pressure to conform. That was what you were wary of, and I understand why you are. But, you 

were not arguing against the values themselves. You even agreed with some of them. You see 

the value of filial piety. You also see the value of compassion and benevolence. You were just 

uncomfortable with my specifying any kind of value to push onto May at all. So we were 

miscommunicating by only understanding each other on our own terms. I was misinterpreting 

what you were saying by displacing your ideas into my own conceptual framework. In that 

sense, I was not conversing with you, but only conversing with myself.46 I am sorry about 

ignoring what you were actually saying, and instead bastardizing your argument as sort of a 

strawman to argue with. That was not the way to have a constructive, respectful discussion, 

getting us no hope to reach an actual middle ground. I should have actually tried to listen to what 

you were saying. 

To do that, I needed to have a shift in my attitude. We are having this discussion about 

May not to see who can win about who is right, but because we both care about May and want to 

find the best way to raise her together.. I think we both got carried away to persuade each other 

of our own ethical systems that we lost sight of that concrete end. And in trying to have each 

other give in to our own views, we had to become holed up in our own frameworks, which led to 

only being willing to look at things in our own perspectives. Essentially, we were taking 

whatever core concept the other person was arguing for, interpreted within our own framework, 

                                                           
46 Ram Adhar Mall, Intercultural Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 58. 
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and so worked with a bastardized version of each other’s arguments. In order to have an actual 

discussion going somewhere, we should have really listened to each other and see where the 

other person was coming from on their own terms, not our own. 

I hope we can resume our discussion to find what is good for May’s development with 

this new approach. Would you help me in that endeavor? 

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Carl, 

Thank you for your thoughtfulness, humility, honesty, and openness... I was thinking 

about our exchange the past two days as well. It is as you say, that we holed ourselves up into 

our own views that we never truly listened to each other’s. We didn’t even make any attempt to 

understand what the other person was saying, so we never were engaging with each other’s 

actual positions. That’s not really a dispute at all – that’s bickering.  

I want to also make an effort to bridge out differences by seeing the areas of 

compatibility between our prioritized values. I do want to clarify that although personal 

autonomy is deeply consulting one’s configuration of desires, values, beliefs, and principles, it 

does not suppose that it is an atomistic, isolated act, as you thought it was during our heated 

argument. Autonomy needs relationships to be cultivated. One’s competence in autonomy does 

not develop without the help of others. We often do not clearly know which of our many desires 

at a time are true to ourselves – for example, I for a moment wanted most to win our argument 

two nights ago at whatever cost, but that desire is not what I want in accordance with my most 

deeply held values of maintaining a good relationship with you and working together to create a 

healthy family dynamic for May. We need mentors to help parse through desires that are primary 

only for the moment. For example, if I had this kind of argument with you as a child, I would not 

have been able to re-focus my attention on keeping a good relationship with you and instead 

remain on my desire to win the argument at all costs. I would have later regretted it as our 
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relationship turned sour, and I would realize that maintaining our relationship was more 

important to me than winning an argument, even though I was a very argumentative person since 

young. A good decision that really accords with who I am may sometimes be decisions that go 

against my preference of the moment. That is what can be called a rational decision, or a choice 

made based on rational assessment of my set of values that I hold constantly, not based on flash 

of emotions that wax and wane. In order to be able to make such decisions, one must be able to 

be aware of one’s true values and principles that one will never compromise, and will hold fast 

against the changing circumstances. When we are young, we often do not know the difference 

between our true desires and our fleeting desires, so we need help from mentors to practice 

distinguish them and acting upon the right ones. In times like this, my parents sat me down and 

talked me through what is actually important to me, through the different desires that the heat of 

the moment brings about, and convinced me to act on my important values instead. In this sense, 

we gradually get better at exercising autonomy through practice that is performed under a right 

kind of guidance from those who have more experience in practicing autonomy. Competency in 

autonomy is as such gained through mentorship. That is where we come in for May, by helping 

her develop skills necessary for autonomy. 

The skills contributing to fulfillment of autonomy are also refined in interaction with 

others. One way is helping one become more affirmed in their self-definition, or knowing better 

what their primary motivating values and beliefs are. This occurs by encountering other people’s 

values and beliefs. Mill argued for diversity of expression in human thought in his On Liberty, 

because he believed that we need wrong beliefs and wrong thoughts in public discussion, so that 

we can compare them with right beliefs and right thoughts and get to know why right things are 

right and wrong things are wrong. However, he continued, there are rarely beliefs that are 
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completely wrong or already entirely right. Most, if not all, beliefs and thoughts are partially true 

and partially false, so obtaining a variety of them to gather the different parts of their truths will 

expedite the human species’ project to find full truths.47 Similarly, when we encounter other 

people’s values and beliefs, we may either not see them as right (as in right for us, not 

universally right) and therefore be able to examine to ourselves why our own beliefs are right for 

us, or be able to learn from them and see how we can enrich our own map of values and beliefs. 

The source of our autonomous acts is thus made more grounded by being more affirmed in our 

own values and beliefs, or enhanced with the encounter of new value we might include into 

ourselves.  

So as you can see, there is a necessity of relationships in my conception of personal 

autonomy. Personal autonomy cannot be grown in a vacuum with just oneself, but it must be 

nurtured in a caring, respectful relationships, and refined in interaction with others. May has us 

as her parents to guide her cultivation of autonomy. May has us also as two different people who 

have diverse viewpoints, which she can take advantage of by practicing comparing the different 

philosophies she would want to include in her sense of self. 

I understand, however, that because I have only communicated to you a picture of how a 

family works to develop May’s autonomy, it can seem like the parent-child relationship is purely 

a mentor-mentee interaction. May receives all the benefits of the relationship while the parents 

are doing her a service purely out of goodwill with no expectation from her in return. My set of 

arguments do not talk about what happens after the primary development phase of May’s life, 

when May has developed enough personal autonomy to start deciding her life on her own and we 

are needed less frequently. Perhaps that is why you were focused on arguing for filial piety, 

                                                           
47 Mill, On Liberty, 108-109. 
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because your conception of filial piety explains what kind of dynamic the parent and child 

should have throughout the child’s life, including the primary development phase and the 

independent adult phase. I get that if you only look at my arguments so far, it can seem like I 

neglect any focus on what the children do for their parents, as children or as adults. 

Filial obligation to parents once the child is an independent adult that no longer need the 

parents for basic financial and physical support is treated as a separate ethical issue that demands 

separate set of arguments. There exists various models that attempt to justify the continuity of 

special moral demands by the child for the parents in a parent-child relationship. Some of the 

stated basis for the children staying in a special relationship with their parents are: that children 

owe their parents their continuing loyalty and sacrifice, because the children are indebted to their 

parents for their own sacrifice when the children were being reared;48  that children’s “friendly 

relations” with their parents compel special moral obligations to the parents;49 that the parent-

child relationships provide “special goods” (as opposed to “generic goods” that can be gained 

anywhere else) which persuades the children to maintain the relationship.50 These are all models 

constructed on the basis of the child’s autonomy. These must be a rational cause that the children 

autonomously decide on to stay in the relationship.  

However these may be true or false, useful or not, they do not address the emotional 

motivation of staying in good relationship with one’s parents. The first reason people would cite 

when asked why they stay loyal and caring for their parents for rest of their lives will not be 

because they owe them their childhood development, or because they are friendly with them, or 

because they get the special goods from such a relationship, but simply because they love and 

                                                           
48 Mark Wicclair, “Caring for Frail Elderly Parents: Past Parental Sacrifices and the Obligations of Adult Children.” 

Social Theory and Practice 16 (1990): 165. 
49 Nicholas Dixon, “The friendship model of filial obligations,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 12 (1995): 83. 
50 Simon Keller, “Four Theories of Filial Duty,” The Philosophical Quarterly 56, no. 223 (March 2006): 266. 
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care for them. The long-term love may be consciously or unconsciously motivated by the 

parent’s sacrifice or the friendly relations, but many people will say that they love their parents 

because it is their parents.  

Confucian filial piety facilitates the durability of that obligatory feeling children have for 

parents, by making continual filial care a normative principle. Idea of filial piety necessitates 

children to be in obligation towards their parents, with a specifically grateful and affectionate 

demeanor, no matter what, because it is proper. For children to ever disrespect or be un-

affectionate towards their parents is out of the question – much less cut ties with them. To 

observe the proper respectful intentions and affectionate demeanor behind the correspondingly 

proper conduct is key in filial piety. As you said, even disagreeing with the parents must be done 

out of respect and care for the parent’s soundness in moral judgment. Because the focus of filial 

obligation via filial piety is then the emotional motivation with the physical performance of the 

obligatory actions such as taking care of the parents, the parents are not simply seen as a provider 

of goods. They are taken as more human than that. They are real people to be respected and 

cared for by the children.  

Parent-child relationship enacted in that context will be much healthier with stronger 

bonds than if it is founded on some sort of a condition or a transactional justification. Having the 

virtue of filial piety in one’s map of values will compel one to make better efforts to keep the 

family together whenever there is a conflict within the family, because there is a stronger 

motivation to continue to respect and love each other as people. If one resolves arguments within 

the family because she might lose the special goods from the relationship or because she is trying 

to pay back the debt of childcare when she was young, the resultant resolution may be more 

cosmetic, because the effort to return to harmony may be led by ulterior motives other than 
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wanting to be in good standing with the parents. If May gets into an argument with you, she 

might only apologize and reach out for peace because she needs to repay your sacrifice for her, 

or she needs your financial and emotional support for her. Then, she could simply act like she is 

apologizing and wanting to resolve, rather than actually feeling so. Filial piety addresses that by 

demanding the proper attitude in which one should have towards the parents, so no materialistic 

ulterior motives can be had. 

I do want to have May learn about and incorporate filial piety into her development, 

because that will allow us to have a genuinely harmonious relationship for rest of our lives. 

To be more clear about my worry you noted, my initial concern with normative customs 

being forced upon her was in fear of her being victim to broader socialization and being 

constrained by all sorts of customs indiscriminately. There are more harmful types of 

socializations that I want her to at all costs be free from, such as those harping on her self-worth. 

I don’t want her to think that fame or material accomplishments constitute her worth as a person, 

because she is conditioned by the celebrity-obsessed media that way. I also don’t want her to 

base her self-worth in fitting into extreme beauty standards, which many girls are in danger of. 

Society often has very bad norms that are terrible for a person’s healthy development of self-

confidence like that. There are some social norms that one should not make their firmest held 

belief. She should be able to distinguish them through self-reflection and judgment, so that she 

knows what kind of normative principles are good for her to take in. 

In that way, I didn’t want her to be so affected by the obligation to take care of us that it 

gets in the way of her own thriving, like letting an opportunity for a dream career pass by 

because she needs to be our housekeeper, or putting herself in harm’s way to make our lives 

luxurious. In an extreme example, the book The Twenty-Four Paragons of Filial Piety, that is 
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widely used in China to educate about filial piety,51 cites Wu Meng as a model for filial piety 

when he slept shirtless during the summer to let all the mosquitos in the bedroom bite him 

instead of his parents who can then sleep comfortably.52 While that may not be the norm, the 

custom of filial piety could be taken so extremely that it becomes harmful. There is a possibility 

that one takes a custom too seriously. I think some Confucian obligations of filial piety can be 

relaxed, or rather, practiced with more balanced consideration of its application. We should teach 

her not to just be so stringently filial, but to try her best to observe filial piety in light of relevant 

circumstantial considerations of how to observe filial piety while living autonomously according 

to the plan of life she formulated. She should continue to care for us, but in balance with what 

kind of life she wants for herself. Morality, as we said, should enhance life, not constitute it. 

Filial piety should be one value she should consider in her life, among other contents of her 

identity.  

In that context, I am glad to teach May about filial piety and other Confucian virtues, if 

they are in tandem with other virtues of mine such as individual thinking and being. Each virtue 

must be exercised in balance with realistic considerations, and having the contrasting virtue in 

one’s purview keeps one from taking a virtue to the extreme.  

Another benefit of having multiple ethics into one’s consideration is that we can see the 

pros and cons of each, and enrich our own ethical scheme. I return to Mill on this one. We each 

have good ideas about what is ultimately good and right for human living, but we cannot be sure 

if they are truly, completely correct. By having a diversity of conceptions on the good and the 

                                                           
51 Andrew Jacobs and Adam Century, “As China Ages, Beijing Turns to Morality Tales to Spur Filial Devotion,” 

The New York Times, September 5, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/06/world/asia/beijing-updates-

parables-the-24-paragons-of-filial-piety.html 
52 Weimin Mo and Wenju Shen, “The Twenty-Four Paragons of Filial Piety: Their Didactic Role and Impact on 

Children’s Lives,” Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 24, no. 1 (spring 1999): 19.  
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/06/world/asia/beijing-updates-parables-the-24-paragons-of-filial-piety.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/06/world/asia/beijing-updates-parables-the-24-paragons-of-filial-piety.html
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right, and letting them be in constructive conversations with each other (like us right now), we 

may get closer to seeing the ultimate truth. So, I want May to find out for herself what her 

conception of best way to live is, but with our help. She has access to your answer to ethical 

questions on how to live, as well as mine. The advantage of having more than one conceptions of 

good and right is such that we can get a fuller picture of life as no tradition has been able to 

comprehensively comment on every aspect of living. May can benefit from a discussion on 

autonomy development from studying liberal ethics with me, and on deeper values of 

relationships and propriety from studying Confucian ethics with you. She has a head start to 

leading a life more richly examined than other children whose household is philosophically and 

culturally homogenous.  

Of course, we will have to guide her on how she can try to think about two different 

traditions without feeling alienated by either side, being stuck in between, with the pressure of 

having to choose one or the other. What we learn about workings towards a collaboration 

between two ethics today, we can teach her later when the time comes. 

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Libby, 

I am glad that you understand the power of filial piety – learning filial piety is learning 

how to be human, and treat others as human.  

I do agree that the customary expressions of filial piety that Confucians upheld are not 

the best for the modern life that May will lead. Many exemplars from The Twenty-Four 

Paragons of Filial Piety are praised for the physical self-sacrifice for their parents, such as using 

their naked body to thaw the frozen lake to fish a carp that the mother has been craving, or even 

burying the child alive to have enough food to go around for the parents.53 These are extreme 

expressions of filial piety that even people of Confucius’s time find too much. Nonetheless, 

thinking about what kind of life she will lead in today’s society, I now see that this degree of 

intervention by the family in one’s life is not exactly appropriate for the modern household. She 

will not live in a classical Confucian society where parents and children live together their entire 

lives. Inevitably, May will move out when she grows up for college and then with her own 

immediate family. That happens in China as well anyways. To become a capable modern adult 

living on her own and leading her own family, she must learn how to be autonomous overall. We 

will not be able to be there for her at every important decision regarding her life, so she must be 

able to handle those on her own. So, while you and my theoretical conception of the family may 

be different, I am willing to cede mine to yours on grounds of applicability in this day and age. 

                                                           
53 Ibid., 17. 
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To directly resolve our dispute on how to raise May, thinking about the actual practicality 

of each of our positions helped determine what would be best of her. Here I prioritize what can 

be effectively practiced, rather than simply wanting my own theoretical viewpoint to win over 

yours. 

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Carl, 

I am also realizing how much our disagreement on generalized principles cannot lead as 

efficiently to pragmatic solutions if we only stayed in the theoretical realm of the discourse. 

Having concrete problems to work from streamlines the dispute as there are many specific 

constraints on what we should consider in reaching a resolution. Before, we were arguing about 

‘what kind of moral development should a person prioritize.’ But, our actual point of discussion 

should have been ‘what kind of moral education can we, Carl and Libby, offer May, who will 

grow up to live in such and such society of 21st century?’  

Yet, our real discussion, as of this moment, asks to solve ‘what breakfast routine reflects 

both of our best intentions to offer May a proper moral education to prepare her for a life in 

modern society?’ With the collaboration of ethical positions we have just had in last few emails, 

I want to begin exploring that question. 

To summarize, some grounds must be conceded by Confucianism for development of 

personal autonomy, while liberalism must incorporate the importance of gratitude in a 

relationship, and the value of a continuing relationship with one’s parents for sake of gratitude, 

invaluable respect and affection, beyond just reciprocation of caretaking benefits. The routine I 

suggested to provide practice opportunity for autonomy competency was to let her practice 

reviewing her own desires, thoughts, and values on what to eat for breakfast (though it will be 

very simplistic review), and then make a choice according to such assessment. Then, I wanted to 
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talk with her to see what she considered, such as sugariness, heartiness, and taste of a breakfast 

choice. Autonomy isn’t simply acting on your shallow desires, but requires a certain degree of 

self-control to embark on a careful assessment of available information that may not exactly 

accord with one’s initial desires and preferences. I wanted to guide her on that as we talk about 

different breakfast choices, like eggs and toast can give you energy to play while cereal is good 

for bones and could be yummy but also sugary, etc. Of course, the level of explanation I plan to 

give will be fitted for a six-year-old. So I wanted breakfast time to be a time where May and I (or 

us) could talk and have her practice consider different elements to what goes into a decision, 

starting with something as simple as what she wants to eat to begin her day. In your routine, I see 

that you wanted to emphasize the norm of how much the parents are involved in one’s life, and 

to defer means to acknowledge that involvement. Yet, you wanted to engender some sort of 

autonomy in her as well, by providing reasons for why she should defer, so that she can think of 

those reasons for deferring the next time she does it. Am I getting you accurately? 

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Libby, 

Yes, as well as that I want her to consider not only her own inner world but also practice 

considering other people’s. Remember, empathy and compassion is chief priority value to be 

taught through filial piety, in addition to filial piety itself. So, to practice considering herself as 

well as others, and to also learn how to rationally think about different circumstantial 

information while understanding herself in context of a parent-child relationship. It sounds pretty 

daunting for a six-year-old, I must say. 

To have her consider every piece of information that goes into a breakfast choice without 

any kind of constraints is definitely too much for a six-year-old. What we can then do is narrow 

down some of the options on what she can choose from, and have her practice reasoning in those 

confines. For example, cereal versus oatmeal. She can learn how sometimes overly sweet things 

are bad for her, and that she should consider heartiness and energy. 

The discussion portion of the routine seems to be important in that it enacts both of our 

intentions. The discussion process itself sparks her self-consult skills, while the discussing with 

us, her parents, and seriously taking in our questions and suggestions communicates the 

importance of parent-child relationship. The content of the discussion can then help cultivate her 

empathy and other-regard, as we explain how we would feel if she chose such and such choices. 

I would communicate that if she chose something I didn’t want her to, then I would feel bad and 

ask her to consider how I would feel. At the same time, because the limited choices of breakfast 
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is provided by us, she is practicing deference. If I leave only oatmeal or toast as options, but she 

wants bacon, then she would have to defer to oatmeal or toast.  

I remember feeling similarly deferential but also autonomous when I was in kindergarten 

and elementary school, when our lunches were cafeteria-style but only had two or three options 

to choose from, which were different every day. It would usually be a choice between two 

different kind of soups, and then the paired side dishes. It was fun to think about what the options 

were for that day, and then to have to decide what I wanted to eat from those options. (I would 

end up eating both sometimes, because I ate a lot back then.) I think giving May the same 

opportunity for an exciting reflection is fair, and, hopefully, fun. Us being involved in her 

process of decision will hopefully be enjoyable, too.  

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Carl, 

Oh yeah, I remember my school lunches, too! Well, hopefully we do not have to have a 

full-on debate with her about nutrition or filiality every morning. Just a little bit will be fine, I 

think, since this will be a long-term project. I must say, I couldn’t imagine a breakfast routine to 

be so complicated – perhaps we are overcomplicating it after all. However, I think having more 

quality time with May will help us to have a better, more trusting relationship with her overall, 

especially if we start when she is so young. Parents and children relationship are made very 

sound through quality time. If we do so, then the kind of deference she will commit to will be an 

affectionate and respectful one, just like you wanted in genuine filial piety. So in that regard, 

using a discussion process over narrowed range of breakfast choices each morning for practice of 

self-discovery necessary for later autonomy competency as well as practice of filial piety is a 

sound one. 

Enlarging the discussion component of breakfast also prevents our parenting style to 

become Authoritarian, as I was afraid of.54 The discussion will foster a sense of mutual respect 

and trust between us and May, as it shows that we care enough to ask and listen to each other. It 

will not support a one-sided, authority-driven, obedience-demanding dynamic of Authoritarian 

parenting, but instead engender a caring but still respectful and deferential relationship of 

                                                           
54 See notes 32 and 33. 
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Authoritative parenting that you advocated for. In that regard, it is closer of a realization to 

genuine observance of filial piety that you wanted.  

This can be our fun family ritual, to decide and talk about breakfast together. A way to 

stimulate decision-making skills to start the day, and have quality time with May along with that. 

When usually one of us are out, we can even incorporate a question for May on what you or I do, 

based on whoever is not in the room. That will help you or I feel less alienated from May’s life, 

as we will keep the missing parent in her thoughts.  

 

Libby 
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From: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

To: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Libby, 

So, to start off, I can give her banana bread or eggs on toast as her breakfast choices 

tomorrow – Freddy baked some banana bread and gave some to me yesterday. I will ask her 

what she thinks of either, provide her with some relevant information about the pros and cons of 

each, tell her what I think she should do, and ask how she considers how I feel, as well as ask her 

how you would choose.  

Actually, that is quite much for a six-year-old… maybe we can start off easier. Just what 

she thinks of either, and we can start off there.  

I will let you know how it goes. I hope I don’t overstuff her brain and make breakfast an 

overbearing cognitive exercise…  

 

Carl 
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From: Libby Goodman <elizabethgoodman@phi-mail.com> 

To: Carl Huang <carlhuang@phi-mail.com> 

Subject: Re: Fwd: Travel itinerary sent from Virtue Airlines, Inc. 

 

Dear Carl, 

We may definitely have gotten ahead of ourselves and made things too complicated, but 

I’m happy with our resolution. Even if we didn’t need to come to a wholesale agreement on our 

ethical positions, using a concrete problem to determine what constraints we need to direct our 

compromising efforts helped make the decision more efficiently arrived at, and doing so led us to 

actually learn a bit more about the possibilities of our own ethical positions.  

In our future moments of conflict about May, let’s definitely use this as an example on 

how to have a constructive argument and find a resolution for that specific problem. Thank you 

again for allowing this resolution to even have the chance to be achieved by having a ready 

willingness to accommodate a viewpoint different from yours. I can see that your openness 

comes from a place that values our relationship more than anything else.  

That care is why we even bothered to dispute anyways. If we didn’t care for May, or for 

each other, or for the value of raising May together as a family, then we would not have bothered 

to spend any energy on trying to convince each other of our own positions, let alone come to a 

compromise. Since a dispute begins with a care for a common understanding, because a dispute 

only ends when two parties agree on something by way of compromise or submission, we should 

remember to constrain where our dispute takes us with the deliberate goal of reaching that 

common understanding. Granted, we did try to do that by having each other submit to our own 

position. But, that is not the most efficient intention or the best for our relationship. If the goal of 
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our dispute in the broadest sense is to raise May together, we should take that as our discussion’s 

constraint. Next time, let us remind ourselves how much we love and care for each other before 

we continue with our dispute. If we begin a dispute with an expression of goodwill, I have a 

feeling that we will reach our goal of common understanding more efficiently, and efficiency is 

good. We are very busy people anyways – so busy that we need to have this long of a back and 

forth discussing how to feed a six-years-old breakfast… 

Don’t forget to pick me up on Friday from the airport. I’ll see you and May soon! 

 

Libby 
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