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Actors Rather than Spectators: Confucian Stance in Unfortunate Events
Wu Xianwu

Abstract: Adam Smith and Bernard Williams both distinguished between bystanders and actors. Adam Smith emphasized that peo-
ple should become impartial bystanders from the perspective of a third party, while Bernard Williams believed that due to the influence
of luck, people were real bystanders and cannot become impartial bystanders. Even from the perspective of a third party, fairness and
impartiality cannot be maintained. Due to the excessive emphasis on rationality by impartial observers, which weakens the role of emo-
tions in morality, this is incompatible with Confucianism. Although observers in reality are divided into those who act as actors and
those who simply observe, in reality, they are ultimately unified as mere observers, treating victims of unfortunate events with a rela-
tively calm and even indifferent attitude, which goes against the Confucian principle of benevolence. Although Confucianism tends to
lean towards Bernard Williams’ actor stance in unfortunate events, Confucian actors are not limited to direct and indirect actors, but
include everyone within the scope of actors. Confucianism emphasizes the responsibility of the self towards others, that the self is re-
sponsible for the misfortunes of others, not only to bear the responsibility stipulated by institutional norms, but also to bear responsibili-
ty for others beyond institutional norms.

Key words : spectator; actors; confucian; unfortunate events; responsibility
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