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what he thought was his “liver” instead. Both he and his father died
shortly afterward.

C. Filial Piety as Duty and as Emotion

Filial piety is simultaneously (and ambiguously) both a mental state and a
behavioral code, and the behavioral code is (also simultaneously and also ambiguously)
both a set of actions and a system of values underlying those actions. Thus we find that
for Chinese informants filial piety may be defined in three quite separate ways: (1)
Informants describe filiality as action directed toward a parent and exhibiting submission
and nurturance. (2) Informants often experience filiality as an emotion of love toward a
parent that is understood to differ from other sorts of attachment. (Filial piety as emotion
is particularly vivid in the context of funerals, which provide strong cultural support for
this interpretation of a mourning child’s affect.) (3) Informants attempt to instill filiality
in children as part of a system of values, which must be self-consciously cultivated. Some
informants (“traditionalists,” I shall argue), see that system as cosmologically inevitable;
others (“modernists,” by contrast) appear to see it as a cultural convention of a
distinctively Chinese cultural tradition, and therefore in the end arbitrary rather than
inevitable.11

D. Filial Piety and Frustration

In his excellent sketch of Chinese modal personality, Richard Solomon (1971)
explores the psychodynamics of a much over-determined Chinese “desire to find pleasure
and security by being cared for by others” (p. 40), partly engendered by “considerable
anxiety about disobeying … [parental] instructions” (p.52). Part of “growing up” involves
learning to curb this passive dependency and to structure its expression into culturally
acceptable channels, preferably at as little psychic cost as possible. In view of Solomon’s
discussion, it is easy to see why Chinese parents should find filial piety comfortable, but
the same considerations should make it particularly un-comfortable to be a filial child,
however much well socialized adults may deny that this is so.12

What reduces the psychic cost? Without attempting here to develop a full-blown
theory of Chinese personality (and therefore without aspiring to answer that question
completely), I suggest that certain associated behaviors and beliefs seem to be to be

11-On the one hand, the Confucian system asserts the naturalness and inevitability of virtuous sentiments. On
the other hand, it argues for one’s obligation to cultivate them self-consciously throughout one’s life if
one is to experience them “properly,” since they do not occur by themselves. This ambiguity is
pervasive in Confucianism, and filiality partakes of it. If I have understood the matter accurately, it is
just this unnaturalness of what is claimed to be nature that provided the entering wedge for traditional
Taoist opposition to Confucianism as philosophy.

12-It is difficult to distinguish gracefully in either English or Chinese between the two senses of “child” as
“offspring” and as “immature person.” In the ideology of filial piety, there is, of course, no difference.
Psychodynamically the picture is probably more complicated than that. In the next few paragraphs it is
the adult “child” that I principally have in mind, for it is to the middle-aged, not the very young, that
care of the elderly normally falls. The cultural system, however, emphasizes that the situation is
identical and the obligation constant.
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directed in part toward mitigating that potential discomfort: identification of the
individual with the parent, and identification of the individual with the family as a whole.

Identification with the Parent. If we accept Solomon’s view that Chinese find
“pleasure and security by being cared for by others,” we must imagine it to be even more
painful to provide this nurturance to those very individuals who were formerly the source
of it.13 One way in which this pain may be mitigated for Chinese informants is the
tendency to identify with parents. By this I do not refer to a kind of “identification with
the aggressor” (although there may be an element of that). I mean instead that in some
contexts cultural sanction is granted to blurring the boundaries between ego and his
parent14 . One way this is done is by stressing that ego can occupy the same status with
respect to his children that his parents occupy with respect to him, that he himself is in
other words, at least potentially a parent even as he is a child. Chinese informants are
quite explicit about a kind of continuity, if not exactly reciprocity, implicit in filial
subordination. The concern with obedience and nurturance makes filial piety a guide for
behavior (and for the experience of emotion) regardless of the absolute ages of parent and
child, and as such it is easy to see the parent whom one serves today as the self who is
served tomorrow. Psychological interdependence of parent and child, with strong cultural
approval, has been remarked on by some observers as standing in contrast to
Euroamerican concern with the development of “autonomy” as a crucial feature of
maturity. Yet psychological cross-identification seems to me also to be a prime
psychological resource for an individual embedded in a cultural system that exalts highly
asymmetrical filial piety.

Chinese informants stress filial piety as related to the statuses more than to the
personalities of their parents. A child honors its father because he is a father, whether or
not he is by any other criterion a worthy person. The duties and benefits of filial piety,
like the manipulation and benefits of geomancy, are unrelated to personality.
Depersonalization of the obligation may be related merely to the abstraction inherent in
its being a self-consciously held general cultural value. Then again, it may be harmonic
with ego’s sense of participation on both sides of the arrangement so that, in a sense, it is
cognitively irrelevant exactly who it is that is making sacrifices for whom.

Individual and Family. In the name of filiality, quite general family interests are
often promoted, occasionally at the expense of the broader commonweal, and filiality
becomes equivalent to legitimated, family-centered particularism. I have argued in quite a
different context that the essential unit of Chinese popular religion in Taiwan is the
family, not the individual. It may be the individual who suffers illness, loses money, or
fails in school, but it is the family that must seek divine assistance for its misfortune in
that case (Jordan 1972:92-93). The emphatically corporate character of the Chinese
family, within which there are not even property rights and outside which there is no
security, militates in favor of the welfare of adults being easily identifiable with the
welfare of all members of the group.

13-This would not be so if nurturance could be aggressively construed, but for Chinese that seems rare, at
least in this context.

14-Intergenerational role continuity may make this functional in any pre-modern society. If so, the longevity
of the Chinese adaptation makes its presence in China unsurprising in evolutionary perspective.












































