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Between Respect and Yearning:

The Mental Foundation of Confucian Theory of “Filial Piety”
Yang Lihua

Abstract: Confucius and Mencius have different understandings of the mental foundation of “filial pi-
ety”: Confucius, focusing on self-accomplishment, takes the emotion of respect as the foundation, while Men-
cius, emphasizing children’s yearning for their parents, takes the emotion of yearning. A philosophical analy-
sis suggests that the emotion of respect, which leads to distinction of individual’s boundary, provides an ob-
jective measurement for subjectivity and establishes applicable standards for human activities, while the
emotion of yearning, as an emotion of outward concern and desire, more amounts to the tendency of trespass-
ing or disregarding individual s boundary, which again tends to make people forget their own responsibili-
ties. Besides, the emotion of respect plays a role in maintaining and developing individuals’ spiritual inde-
pendence in an ethical society, while as a tendency to continue one’ s reliance on parents during childhood,
the emotion of yearning threatens to undermine people’ s spiritual independence, thus hindering people’ s
growth and maturation.
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