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Abstract

The consciousness of remonstrance in Pre-Qin Confucian thought on filial piety underwent an evo-
lutionary process from Confucius’ conservative remonstrance characterized by “reverence without
disobedience”, through Mencius’ introduction of the priority of righteousness in moral dilemmas,
to Xunzi's explicit proposition of “following righteousness rather than obeying one’s father”. This
evolution was closely bound up with the transformation in social structure, the reconstruction of
political order during the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period, and the think-
ers’ respective political aspirations. Against the backdrop of the breakdown of the ritual and music
system, Confucius emphasized “reverence” and “obedience”, seeking to reconstruct social order by
consolidating family ethics, with a view to realizing his political aspiration of restoring ritual pro-
priety and returning to benevolence. Building on his doctrine of the innate goodness of human na-
ture, Mencius proposed a view of filial piety that gave equal weight to “preserving one’s moral in-
tegrity as the paramount duty” and “obeying one’s parents”. In situations of extreme moral dilem-
mas, he also affirmed the legitimacy of remonstrance that prioritized righteousness. Proceeding
from his doctrine of the evil nature of human nature, Xunzi incorporated filial piety into the system
of cultivation based on ritual and righteousness, and advanced the proposition of “following right-
eousness rather than obeying one’s father”. He contended that children should take righteousness
as the fundamental yardstick for actively remonstrating with parents, and may even refuse to com-
ply with unrighteous parental commands. The consciousness of remonstrance in Pre-Qin Confucian
thought on filial piety has certain instructive implications for parent-child relationships in contem-
porary society. Filial piety is not merely the provision of emotional and material support for parents.
More importantly, it also encompasses rational judgment and moral remonstrance premised on re-
spect and grounded in righteousness. This ethical conception can foster the moral self-awareness
of the family and in turn elevate the moral levels of society.
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