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Abstract
Not only individuals and firms, but also families engage in business as a social activity and this is true beyond the case of 
family businesses. Cultural differences in the way families are construed might influence the way they do business. There 
are different types of families, and among these are those described by Aristotelian and Confucian traditions, representing 
the West and the East respectively. The literature on virtue in business has been dominated by a Western—mainly Aristote-
lian—tradition (Ferrero and Sison in Bus Ethics Eur Rev 30(1): 8–24, 2014), neglecting the role of the family and focusing 
on the individual. In this paper, we seek to fill this gap by explaining differences and similarities in the normative evaluation 
of certain family-related business attitudes and practices, in light of Confucian and Aristotelian virtue ethics standards. After 
comparing the structure, organization and dynamics of Aristotelian and Confucian families, we shall draw some inferences 
regarding “virtuous” or excellent business practices—such as nepotism, bribery, gift-giving and guanxi and attitudes—on 
codified rules or written norms. For this analysis we shall make use of Aristotelian and Confucian ethical accounts as well 
as inputs from Family Science applied to organizations, which provides conceptual categories to compare the two traditions. 
Thus we hope to contribute not only to the comparative study of Aristotelian and Confucian virtue ethics in business, but 
also to the understanding of the distinctive role of families, raising cultural awareness for what may be considered virtuous 
business practices according to the Aristotelian and Confucian traditions.
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Introduction

Neoclassical economic accounts of firms generally owe 
their success to the belief that they explain how business 
organizations function in a scientific, value-neutral way. 

Individuals constitute firms to lower transaction costs associ-
ated with production compared to negotiating with others in 
the open market (Coase 1991). Relations between individu-
als bearing capital and those offering labor are couched in 
terms of principal-agent relationships and covered by con-
tracts (Jensen and Meckling 1976). Once duly constituted, 
individuals working for firms are expected to behave in 
such a way that they maximize shareholder value (Friedman 
1970). This focal objective is supposed to guarantee that the 
legitimate interests of the other stakeholders in the firm are 
satisfied, almost in a mechanical, domino-like fashion.

In recent decades, however, such explanations have 
received a barrage of criticism. Evidence is accumulating 
that neoclassical economic accounts of firms are not as 
value-neutral as they originally seemed. Instead, socializa-
tion in such theories and languages as well as their internali-
zation in academic settings appear correlated with increases 
in hedonism, power-value and instrumental rationality in 
general, together with diminishing self-directedness and 
universalism in subjects (Davis 2009; Ferraro et al. 2005; 
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Ghoshal 2005; Racko 2019). At the same time, neoclassi-
cal economic theories present themselves as beholden to 
methodological individualism and oblivious to the intrinsic 
social and relational dimension of human beings (personal-
ism), thereby significantly reducing their analytic and pre-
dictive values. Researchers increasingly realize they provide 
a hugely distorted image of human beings and their behavior.

Partly for this reason we wish to (re-)introduce families 
into the explanatory framework of business, having suffered 
benign neglect from the dominant neoclassical economic 
accounts, focused on the individual. We disagree with this 
approach, because not only individuals and firms, but also 
families engage in business as a social activity and this is 
true beyond the case of family businesses. This is because 
individuals belong to families and the main reason they 
engage in business or any kind of work, for that matter, is 
often to provide for the wellbeing of their families. At the 
same time, firms depend on families for different resources, 
including capital and workers, and cater to the needs of fami-
lies as clients or consumers. It is understandable, therefore, 
that cultural differences in the way families are construed 
might influence the way they do business.

Nevertheless, although we are able to distinguish families 
from other organizations due to their reproductive function, 
there is not just one type of family. Both historically and 
geographically we can differentiate various kinds of fami-
lies in terms of members, structure, organization, relation-
ships and dynamics. We turn our attention in this paper to 
families as described by Aristotelian and Confucian ethical 
and political texts, representing the Western and the Eastern 
traditions respectively. Most publications on virtue in busi-
ness only focus on the Western, mainly Aristotelian variety 
(Ferrero and Sison 2014). Very few scholars have bridged 
the gap between the East and West. However, there is much 
to be gained in understanding where and why these two vir-
tue ethics traditions converge and diverge.

In this paper, we use the terms “Aristotelian” and “Con-
fucian” to refer primarily to different virtue ethical tradi-
tions, and secondarily, to characterize distinctive features 
of societies, including the way families are organized and 
business practices are conducted in accordance with those 
ethical values. This approach is particularly interesting, 
considering that the literature on virtue ethics in business 
has ignored the role of the family. Our basic premise is that 
depending on how the family is (Aristotelian or Confucian), 
businesses will be run in a particular way, and excellence in 
business practices will also be understood differently. We 
adopt the interpretive or hermeneutic mode, without aim-
ing to describe actual family-related business practices in 
societies rooted in Confucian and Aristotelian traditions or 
prescribing how such practices ought to be.

To achieve our goal, we shall bring together different bod-
ies of literature. First are the sources and commentaries that 

depict the family in Aristotelian and Confucian traditions, 
mainly from an ethical and a political viewpoint. Second, 
it is widely acknowledged that Aristotelian and Confucian 
moral teachings share a virtue ethics approach (Angle and 
Slote 2013; Chan 2008; Hackett and Wang 2012; Koehn 
2013), so we will also have to examine the validity of this 
claim. It has been argued, for instance, that both Aristotelian 
and Confucian traditions “mirror” virtue, albeit each in its 
own way, particularly in reference to core concepts such as 
flourishing, human nature, virtue as mean, habituation, prac-
tical wisdom, and the tension between contemplation and the 
political life (Yu 2007). At the same time, significant differ-
ences have been indicated regarding approach or method 
(Aristotle proposes an organized ethical system, dependent 
on analysis and causal relations, while the Confucian tradi-
tion is more aphoristic and fragmentary, preferring analogies 
and metaphors) and the relative roles of the family and the 
state (Yu 2007). Third is a collection of works on family sci-
ence—vid. section 3—which draws from sociology, psychol-
ogy and education to describe families and family outcomes 
applied specifically in relation to economic organizations or 
firms. This should help us better identify and understand the 
distinctive features of Aristotelian and Confucian families 
and how they impact business performance.

As a result of this effort we present, by way of conclu-
sions, diverse evaluative judgments in Aristotelian and 
Confucian familial traditions regarding rules and rule-fol-
lowing, preferences for family relations (“nepotism”), gift-
giving (“bribery”) and networking (“guanxi”) in business 
(Huang et al. 2009). These indicate contrasting views of 
the relationship between families and the political com-
munity. In the Aristotelian tradition, families exist for the 
sake of the political community, which is the proper locus 
of flourishing, whereas in the Confucian tradition, the politi-
cal community is conceived in terms of an extended family, 
which ultimately holds primacy. Some similarities are also 
highlighted.

A Comparative Study of Families 
in Aristotelian and Confucian Traditions

In this section we will carry out a comparative study of fami-
lies in the Aristotelian and Confucian traditions. By “family” 
we understand that primordial form of human organization 
dedicated to reproduction and production. “Taking family 
seriously in moral philosophy is one point that sets both 
Confucius and Aristotle apart from modern ethics” (Yu 
2007, p. 121). We would now like to extent this idea to busi-
ness ethics in particular.

For an Aristotelian account of the family we shall be 
drawing mainly from the Politics and the Nicomachean 
Ethics, both of which focus on eudaimonia or human 
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flourishing. Eudaimonia is the proper object of politics, 
the “kingly craft” which oversees all other practical and 
productive sciences because we engage in them ultimately 
for the purpose of achieving happiness (Aristotle 1985, pp. 
1094a–b). For Aristotle happiness or flourishing is to be 
attained only within a political community, neither individu-
ally or in any other group. Indeed, individuals are the bearers 
of flourishing, but only to the extent they are members of 
a political community. Any lesser society than the political 
community would prove inadequate for flourishing. Poli-
tics, however, depends for support on two pillars, namely, 
ethics, which deals with “internal goods”, quintessentially, 
the virtues, and the economy, which deals with “external or 
material goods” (Aristotle 1985, pp. 1099a–b). Both these 
disciplines are absolutely necessary, despite being subordi-
nated to politics which is responsible for their proper order-
ing. Virtues by themselves do not bring happiness, neither 
do material goods.

The locus for the study of the family in the Aristotelian 
tradition is the economy, the etymology of which means 
the “law governing the household” or “household manage-
ment” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253b). Aristotle’s treatment of 
the economy begins with a survey of the different parts and 
relationships necessary for a complete or fully-constituted 
household: “the first and fewest possible parts of a family are 
master and slave, husband and wife, father and children. We 
have therefore to consider what each of these three relations 
is and ought to be—I mean the relation of master and serv-
ant, the marriage relation (the conjunction of man and wife 
has no name of its own), and thirdly, the paternal relation 
(this also has no proper name)” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253b).

The need for a husband and a wife committed to each 
other in marriage is quite plain for the political community, 
since it is the natural way in which children, as future citi-
zens, are born and raised. Moreover, a stable and exclusive 
marriage is viewed as probably the best manner to assure 
mutual help for life’s daily necessities, care in illness and 
overall companionship.

The other two relations required for a properly function-
ing household demand more of explaining. In the histori-
cal and social milieu of fourth century B.C. Athens, it was 
taken for granted that children belong to the father (Aristotle 
1990, p. 1253b). Of course there can be no child without a 
mother, but she merely represents the passive principle. In a 
patriarchal and paternalistic society, the offspring—like all 
property—belong to the male head of the household. Males 
represented the active principle, the seed or “form”, com-
pared to the female’s soil or “matter”. There was no equality 
between the spouses.

The reason slaves are essential to the Aristotelian econ-
omy was that they were considered property: “Property is a 
part of the household, and the art of acquiring property is a 
part of the art of managing the household; for no man can 

live well, or indeed live at all, unless he is provided with 
necessaries” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253b). Aristotle under-
stands “property” in a broad sense, encompassing all mate-
rial things, objects, instruments and means indispensable for 
the good life. Yet some forms of property are living, others 
lifeless. “And so, in the arrangement of the family, a slave is 
a living possession, […] and the servant is himself an instru-
ment for instruments” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253b). Slaves, 
therefore, are viewed almost like livestock, living property 
no family could do without. But they are living property 
of a special kind, because they are useful only insofar as 
they obey the will of their masters. The work or function 
of a slave is to accomplish its master’s will. “Hence we see 
what is the nature and office of a slave; he who is by nature 
not his own but another’s man, is by nature a slave; and he 
may be said to be another’s man who, being a slave, is also 
a possession” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1254a).

Another division of property in Aristotle is between 
“instruments of production” and “instruments of action” 
(Aristotle 1990, p. 1254a). Instruments of production yield 
something else, like the weaving loom yields cloth; while 
instruments of action do not yield anything but are simply 
used, as a garment is worn or a bed is slept on. Aristotle sug-
gests that instruments of action are superior or more impor-
tant to flourishing than instruments of production.

Aristotle likewise distinguishes between the art of house-
hold management or “economy proper”, referring to con-
sumption, enjoyment and use of material goods, from the 
art of wealth-getting or production, also known as “chrema-
tistics” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253b). In both arts he acknowl-
edges the existence of “natural” and “non-natural” forms.

Let us begin with wealth-production or chrematistics. 
Natural chrematistics pertains to the provision of “such 
things necessary to life, and useful for the community of the 
family or state, as can be stored” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1256b), 
whereas non-natural chrematistics, of “riches and property 
[which] have no limit” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1267a). Natural 
wealth-production is based on the belief that the amount of 
property needed for a good life is limited. There is a quantity 
beyond which the accumulation of material things becomes 
more of a nuisance or a liability than a help or advantage. 
Think of having more cars than could fit in the garage, or 
more perishable food than what the refrigerator could store, 
for example.

Non-natural wealth-production, on the other hand, 
believes that “more is always better” and that there should be 
no stop in piling up possessions. By non-natural chrematistic 
Aristotle referred primarily to retail trade, which allowed 
vendors to accumulate riches in the form of money or coins 
unlimitedly. But “coined money is a mere sham, a thing not 
natural, but conventional only, because, if users substitute 
another commodity for it, it is worthless, and because it is 
not useful as a means to any of the necessities of life, and, 
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indeed, he who is rich in coin may often be in want of neces-
sary food. But how can that be wealth of which a man may 
have great abundance and yet perish with hunger?” (Aristo-
tle 1990, p. 1257b).

The art of household management or economy proper 
refers to the consumption, use and enjoyment of property. 
Once again, in the use of property we ought to differentiate 
between the natural and the non-natural. Take the case of 
shoes: if used as footwear, that’s proper use, while if used for 
exchange, then it’s improper use, “for a shoe is not made to 
be an object of barter” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1257a). The proper 
use of material possessions acknowledges a limit that makes 
the activity honorable or worthy, whereas an improper or 
limitless use makes the act censurable. To illustrate this 
unnatural use of wealth—once more, within the context of a 
primitive economy—Aristotle points to “usury, which makes 
a gain out of money itself […] For money was intended to be 
used in exchange, but not to increase at interest” (Aristotle 
1990, p. 1258b).

Both in the production (chrematistics) and consumption 
(economy proper) of material goods, the difference between 
the natural and the non-natural depends on the dispositions 
of human beings than on the things themselves (Aristotle 
1990, pp. 1257b–1258a). Unbridled desires of wealth and 
pleasure lead human beings to non-natural forms of acquir-
ing and using material possessions, undermining their quest 
for happiness. From the viewpoint of flourishing, non-natu-
ral production and consumption of wealth are self-defeating. 
However, the root of the problem does not lie in the material 
goods, but in people’s untutored desires.

Besides families, two other groups or collectives are 
deemed “natural”—that is, deriving from an innate tendency 
in human beings—in Aristotle’s social architecture. These 
are villages and political communities (Table 1).

The family is “natural” because it arises from a deeply felt 
need in humans to reproduce and leave behind living images 
of themselves through children. The village, too, is “natural” 
because the instinct for self-preservation requires looking 
beyond the daily needs to the requirements of a long-term 

existence. The village—which typically includes neighbors 
and other relatives—is like an extension of the family of 
origin. Third in the list of “natural” institutions, comes the 
political community, which results from several villages 
united together (Aristotle 1990, p. 1252b).

According to Aristotle, however, only the political com-
munity is “perfect” because it alone is “self-sufficing” for the 
good life. Not only immediate, daily needs, but also those of 
a life whole and entire are met by the political community. 
Only within its bounds can human beings aspire to live a 
completely good life. The political community represents the 
“end” or “final cause”, the fully developed stage of human 
existence (Aristotle 1990, p. 1252b). Although the political 
community is chronologically posterior to the family and the 
village, it is normatively prior to them: “The proof that the 
state [political community] is a creation of nature and prior 
to the individual is that the individual, when isolated, is not 
self-sufficing; and therefore he is like a part in relation to the 
whole” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253a). Individuals, then, just as 
families and villages are like parts with respect to the whole 
of the political community. Only here can the innate social 
tendency in human beings be fully developed and perfected 
through institutions of law and justice. By contrast, outside 
the political community, human beings can become the 
worst and most savage of animals (Aristotle 1990, p. 1253a).

How does the firm fit within Aristotle’s political theory? 
Although Aristotle does not mention business firms and 
corporations in the Politics, we could find allusions in the 
“family connections, brotherhoods, common sacrifices and 
amusements” (Aristotle 1990, p. 1280b) that draw people 
together. In contrast with families, villages and the politi-
cal community, the firm is an “artificial” society because 
it arises neither directly nor “organically” from human 
nature. Rather, the firm is based on voluntary bonds of 
“friendship”—a foreshadowing of contracts—among citi-
zens of the political community. It is also called “imperfect” 
because it is not self-sufficing for the good life. A business 
corporation is an example of an “intermediate body or asso-
ciation” situated between individuals and families, on the 
one hand, and the political community, on the other. It is 
not meant to substitute families in the provision of the daily 
needs for survival or the political community as the locus of 
flourishing. Rather, its purpose is to supply some of the nec-
essary means—particular goods and services—for the good 
life in the political community (Aristotle 1990, p. 1280b).

We could glean the following relevant teachings from 
the account of Aristotle’s social architecture above. First, 
families are “natural communities” because they issue from 
innate tendencies in humans, particularly, the desire for 
reproduction and the need to produce the material resources 
necessary for day to day living (chrematistic and economy 
proper). Analogously, villages and political communities are 
called “natural” as well. Second, business organizations or 

Table 1  A comparison of Aristotelian and Confucian family tradi-
tions according to Family Science categories

Family science categories Confucian tradition Aristotelian tradition

Leadership & relation-
ships

Rigid Flexible

Communication Protective Consensual
Birth-order hierarchy Strict Lenient
Parental control Authoritarian Authoritative
Stress-coping More dependent on 

family resources
Less dependent on 

family resources
Intergenerational solidar-

ity
Tight-knit Detached
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firms are not “natural” but “artificial” or “voluntary asso-
ciations” founded on useful friendships among individuals 
even outside family boundaries. And third, both families and 
firms are subordinated to political communities which are 
the only “perfect communities”, that is, in possession of all 
the means necessary for their end or objective of flourishing.

Let us move on for a parallel account of families within 
the Confucian tradition. Following advice from Liu and 
Stening (2016) (see also Angle and Slote 2013, p. 3), we 
begin by putting Confucian ethical and political teachings in 
a historical and cultural context to avoid making unhelpful, 
naïve assumptions. Confucius (551–479 B.C.) lived in the 
“Spring and Autumn” period during the second half of the 
Zhou dynasty with society markedly in decline. Until then 
China was ruled through a patriarchal clan system where 
heads of vassal states, through enfeoffment, were also family 
members through intermarriage. Government, however, was 
not despotic, but respected local autonomy. Ancestor wor-
ship and familial morality following the rules of primogeni-
ture established a strict hierarchical social order based on 
kinship and seniority. Even music and social rituals served to 
reinforce this order best described as “familial collectivism”. 
By Confucius’ time, however, the regime was in turmoil as 
power surpassed kinship in importance as a social force. 
Confucian moral teachings—taken not only from the “Ana-
lects”, but also from the “Mencius”, the “Great Learning” 
and the “Doctrine of the Mean” (Yu 2007)—could be inter-
preted mainly as an effort to halt this collapse and restore 
the early Zhou order.

Key in the Confucian reconstructive enterprise was the 
belief that the individual’s goal identifies with the wellbeing 
of the family, and this wellbeing necessarily comes hand 
in hand with the social goal or ideal. The individual and 
family ideal is best represented by the moral exemplar of 
the Gentleman-Sage (Junzi-Sheng ren) in possession of the 
five cardinal virtues, and the social, by the notion of Social 
Harmony (he xie) (Wong 2013; Wang and Juslin 2009), 
supported by the virtue of filial piety and the five cardinal 
relationships (wulun). We shall now proceed to explain the 
two ideals.

The Gentleman-Sage (Junzi-Sheng ren) is put forward, 
above all, as a model for members of the intelligentsia and 
ruling elites; not as an object of democratic aspirations (Ip 
2009). He is unique in having successfully cultivated all the 
five cardinal virtues in the Confucian tradition. Because 
of success in self-development, he is in a position to help 
his family, firstly, then his nation or society, and finally, the 
rest of the world, in expanding stages of moral growth or 
perfection.

The five cardinal virtues that characterize the Gentleman-
Sage (Junzi-Sheng ren) are composed of the three core ele-
ments which define what is “moral” (de), benevolence (ren), 
righteousness (yi) and propriety (li), together with wisdom 

(zhi) and trustworthiness (xin) (Ip 2009). Ren translates as 
benevolence, kindness and compassion both in thoughts 
as well as in behavior from which all other virtues derive 
(goodness, humaneness); essentially, it speaks of an attitude 
of reciprocity in dealing with fellow human beings (zhong 
shu). Significantly, the written character for ren consists of 
the characters for “human being” and the number “2”, hence 
implying social relatedness. Zhong shu is often interpreted 
as the Confucian version of the “golden rule” (Fu 2008), 
both in its weak or negative sense (“Do not do unto others 
what you wouldn’t want them to do unto you.”) and in its 
strong or positive sense (the obligation to help others achieve 
their major life-goal or to actively engage with them to attain 
flourishing as shared moral development). In connection 
with the education of a good political leader or government 
official, Confucius associated with ren the following charac-
teristics: courtesy (gong), breadth (kuan), good faith (xin), 
diligence (min) and clemency (hui) (Ip 2009).

Yi, often rendered as righteousness and appropriateness 
in actions and relationships is, perhaps, the second most 
important virtue, gaining special relevance in the writings 
of the Confucian scholar Mencius, who always discussed it 
together with ren (renyi). It is a sense of appropriateness, 
of the difference between right and wrong; sound judgment 
that leads to correct action. Initially attributed to superiors, 
such as rulers or parents who fulfill their duties and do what 
they ought, it was later extended to everyone, as obedience 
to the “elder brother” and authorities (Ip 2009). Part of yi 
is the effort to govern, not through formal, coercive rules or 
threats of punishment, but through a sense of shame and love 
of virtue: “If you try to guide the common people with coer-
cive regulations and keep them in line with punishments, the 
common people will become evasive and will have no sense 
of shame. If, however, you guide them with virtue, and keep 
them in line by means of ritual, the people will have a sense 
of shame and will rectify themselves” (Analects 2.3).

Li or ritual propriety originally denoted external rites, 
norms, protocols and rules of etiquette in religion, but in 
due course it came to mean the observance of the social 
code, particularly, that of the Zhou dynasty (Zhou li or Zhou 
order). A polite person, a good citizen, is one who lived in 
accordance with li and the principle of reciprocity (Chan 
2008). However, crucial to the proper understanding of li is 
the idea of a hierarchical order in society, such that people 
are never considered equal. Li requires that each one comply 
with his predetermined and designated role: some, to rule, 
others, to obey. Inasmuch as rulers govern in accordance 
with ren (benevolence) and yi (righteousness/appropriate-
ness), there is no danger of tyranny or need of revolution 
which upsets li.

Zhi (wisdom) implies knowing and adhering to both ren 
and yi. It signifies a form of intelligence which is less cul-
ture-specific than the other virtues. Xin (trustworthiness) for 
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its part signifies the quality of keeping promises which lends 
one credibility.

Since the Gentleman-Sage (Junzi-Sheng ren) is not sol-
ipsistic, but rather, a relational individual, his leadership 
brings about the shared objective or purpose of great social 
harmony (he xie) (Ip 2009). He xie (social harmony) repre-
sents the perfect integration of individual, familial, organi-
zational, communal and political lives among all members 
of society (Wang and Juslin 2009). In this respect, he xie is 
also the greatest of moral accomplishments because it brings 
about agreement or alignment between people’s senses and 
emotions (qing) (Langenberg 2013).

Granted the dominant vertical or hierarchical structure 
of society, social harmony (he xie) is achieved principally 
through the exercise of ren (benevolence) on the part of the 
ruler who embodies the Gentleman-Sage (Junzi-Sheng ren) 
and of the virtue of filial piety on the part of the ruled. These 
connections are further concretized through the five sets of 
superior-subordinate relationships (wu lun) with their own 
particular norms: the relationships between father and son 
(fu zi) governed by closeness (qin), those between ruler and 
subject (jin chen) governed by justice (yi), those between 
husband and wife (fu fu) governed by the separation of 
gender-specific roles (bie), those between elder brother and 
younger brother (zhang you) governed by proper order (wu), 
and the relationship between friends (peng you) governed 
by trust (xin) (Ip 2009; Langenberg 2013; Wang and Juslin 
2009).

It is difficult to overestimate the role of the family and 
filial piety within the Confucian moral framework. We find 
in the “Mencius” 3a/5: “What is the most important duty? 
One’s duty toward one’s parents” (Lau 1984, cited in Yu 
2007, p. 125). Filial love or piety, the observance of duties 
toward parents, is the root and foundation of all other excel-
lences of character or virtues; without it, there is no true vir-
tue possible. The background belief is that the actualization 
of our human nature or humanity takes place primarily in 
the family, and only secondarily or by extension in the state, 
which is some sort of family writ large (Yu 2007). Submis-
sion to parental authority and respect for elders is requisite 
for proper “ritualization” or development of the moral self, 
which ensues in the excellent performance of social rites. 
Moral perfection consists in the transference of filial piety 
and fraternity learned in the family to the larger society.

We can infer from the Confucian social architecture above 
that all social relations, despite their variety and complexity, 
boil down to different modes of familial relationships (Hofst-
ede and Bond 1988; Ip 2009). The whole of society is noth-
ing else but an extension of the family. And in this vertically 
integrated structure, appropriate behavior is determined in 
every particular case by one’s social role or position.

In consequence, we may identify the following distinctive 
characteristics of Confucian society based on its particular 

vision of the family (Ip 2009). First and foremost, it may 
be described as a form of “familial collectivism”, since the 
individual hardly counts for anything independently of the 
family and family interests always prevail over those of the 
individual for social harmony (he xie) to be attained. Close 
relatives are expected to help one another in their needs even 
without anticipating reciprocation. Next comes particularism 
(as opposed to universalism), insofar as individual personal 
relationships merit greater consideration than objective, 
but abstract criteria such as abilities or qualifications in the 
distribution and granting of favors and exchanges. In third 
place is affectionism (rather than detached or cerebral intel-
lectualism) by which favors are dispensed on those to whom 
one has a strong emotional attachment, primarily relatives. 
The combination of familial collectivism, particularism and 
affectionism (Ip 2009) account for the institution of guanxi 
[the preferential treatment accorded to blood-based rela-
tions, later expanded to friends, and acquaintances (Tung 
and Worm 2001)] that shapes Chinese business, among other 
activities. Paternalism, the belief that “father (and whoever 
acts in his stead) knows best” is another marker, a convenient 
default option in case of doubt. And fifthly, authoritarianism, 
the result of extending paternalism to all social relationships 
(especially in the political realm) as familial collectivism 
indicates.

Compared to the Aristotelian account, two main differ-
ences stand out in the Confucian tradition with respect to 
the family. First, although the family is also considered a 
“natural community” since it arises from an innate tendency 
in humans, in Confucian society its purpose is not limited 
to the satisfaction of daily needs or survival, going well 
beyond the confines of the household. The Confucian family 
is not enclosed within the Aristotelian economy. Secondly, 
the Confucian family serves as model or paradigm for the 
structuring and order of the political community and other 
groups and organizations (Low and Ang 2013). All collec-
tives are understood and patterned after the family in order 
for human beings to feel at home, thrive and flourish within 
them. The Confucian family overlaps or takes over the Aris-
totelian polity and presents itself, in its extended version—as 
a model for all collectives-, as the locus of flourishing (Van 
Norden 2013).

Aristotelian and Confucian Families 
from the Lens of Family Science

A major research premise is that depending on how the fam-
ily is understood, businesses will be run in a particular way, 
and excellence in business practices will also be understood 
differently. We shall illustrate this principle applied to both 
Aristotelian and Confucian families by recourse to family 
science. Family science, through its constructs and logics, 
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seeks to describe families and predict outcomes in terms of 
personality, health, emotional wellbeing, economic status 
and so forth (Jaskiewicz et al. 2017). For instance, family 
member relationships, structures and processes have been 
shown to influence entrepreneurship, work-life balance, job 
satisfaction, job performance, CEO decision-making styles 
and division of labor among the sexes in organizations. In 
this portion, we shall analyze differences in attitudes and 
behaviors between Aristotelian and Confucian families with 
regard to business and firms through the use of family sci-
ence concepts and categories. These findings should help 
gain a greater understanding of what may be considered 
“excellent” or virtuous in each of these family traditions.

Family science may be divided into two main branches, 
family systems theory, which studies patterns in family 
member interactions, and family development theory, which 
systematically follows family experience as it moves through 
different life stages (Jaskiewicz et al. 2017). Each main 
branch may be further subdivided into constituent theories, 
each adopting a particular focus.

Family systems theory sees the family as an open, com-
plex, interactive and hierarchical system whose members 
seek a balance or equilibrium through membership criteria, 
rules and rituals (Bacallao and Smokowski 2007). These 
normative elements leave out whatever is harmful to the 
balance and acceptable behavior is what preserves this bal-
ance in the midst of an ever-changing environment. One 
of the best known family system models is the circumplex 
model (Olson 1986, 2000; Olson et al. 1979, 1983), which 
emphasizes the importance of the key family dimensions of 
cohesion, flexibility and communication to explain family 
outcomes. In this context, Confucian families may be con-
sidered inflexible, as their leadership, role relationships and 
relationship rules are quite static. These families are rather 
enmeshed and rigid, characterized by high closeness, loyalty, 
dependency, and subject to strict leadership and discipline. 
According to Thomas and Olson (1993) such rigidity may 
harm family functioning and disable proper system reactions 
to stress or crisis. The lack of family flexibility has further 
implications for successful successor development (Lans-
berg and Astrachan 1994), family business sustainability 
(Danes et al. 2008; Stafford et al. 1999), entrepreneurship, 
employees’ responses to changes in organizational design 
and culture (Olson 2000), or strategic management (Fre-
drickson et al. 2010). Aristotelian families, by comparison, 
are deemed less cohesive and more flexible.

Also under family systems theory we find family com-
munication patterns theory (Fitzpatrick and Ritchie 1994; 
Ritchie and Fitzpatrick 1990), which describes how fami-
lies communicate according to two criteria: conversation, in 
which members are openly encouraged to discuss any topic, 
and conformity, where members are expected to embrace 
identical attitudes, values and beliefs. Higher levels of 

conversation—conversations open to share ideas, express 
concerns, and participate in decision making, etc. (Schrodt 
and Ledbetter 2007)—are associated with mentally healthy 
family members (Schrodt et al. 2007), higher levels of self-
esteem, and stronger social skills (Huang, 1999). In contrast, 
families that exhibit lower levels of conversation interact 
less frequently, do not openly discuss topics (Koerner and 
Fitzpatrick 1997) and essentially use communication for 
influential reasons. Individuals from high conformity fami-
lies maintain higher levels of controlling behavior in order 
to gain social approval and avoid conflict (Fitzpatrick 2004). 
They tend to be shy socially (Kelly et al. 2002), more pas-
sive, nonassertive and are more likely to assume follower 
roles in group situations (Schrodt et al. 2007). These criteria 
of conversation and conformity give rise to a two-by-two 
matrix depending on whether families rate high or low on 
each of them. Confucian families may thus be considered 
“protective”, inasmuch as they demand high conformity and 
low conversation among members. Although Aristotelian 
families require high conformity as well, they seem to allow 
for a greater margin in conversation given the acknowledg-
ment of democratic political regimes, however imperfect. 
They may be situated, then, between “protective” and “con-
sensual” (high conformity, high conversation) communica-
tion patterns.

Third is the family-niche model of birth order and person-
ality theory (Paulhus et al. 1999; Sulloway 1996) according 
to which birth order and intervals among siblings influence 
personality and access to parental resources. Bloom and van 
Reenen (2007) prove that birth order is very important in 
Asian cultures, with significant implications for management 
and organizational behavior, as a predictor of individual atti-
tudes such as achievement orientation (Herrera et al. 2003), 
leadership (Newman and Taylor 1994) or openness to change 
(Gates et al. 1988). Birth order is very relevant in Confucian 
families which are hierarchically structured in accordance 
with primogeniture and where specific names exist for every 
sibling, depending on sex (for instance, 1st brother/sister, 
2nd brother/sister, 3rd brother/sister and so forth). On the 
other hand, it may not be as relevant for Aristotelian fami-
lies, because although they also observe primogeniture and 
birth order, however, there are no particular names indicative 
of duties for each subsequent offspring.

In fourth place, still in the family systems theory, is the 
parental control theory (Baumrind 1971; Steinberg et al. 
1989) for which dominant parenting styles (authoritarian, 
permissive and authoritative) imply significant differences 
in the behaviors and personalities of members. These are 
descriptive categories of what generally occurs in practice 
rather than normative evaluations of what is desirable or 
ought to be done. From this perspective, Confucian families 
are unmistakably authoritarian, where parents try to influ-
ence and control the behavior of offspring through clear 
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standards and values. Tan advocates an “authoritative” read-
ing of Confucianism more than “authoritarian”, nevertheless 
she also acknowledges that “Confucianism has often been 
treated as an authoritarian philosophy that exalts the absolute 
authority of rulers over subjects, of fathers over sons, and of 
husbands over wives” (Tan 2010, p. 137). More authoritative 
parenting styles are associated with higher entrepreneurial 
competence (i.e. leadership, curiosity, entrepreneurial skills) 
and interests (Boz and Ergeneli 2014; Schmitt-Rodermund 
2004), as well as with effective leadership (Murphy and 
Johnson 2011). It has also been suggested that hierarchical 
authority may be justifiably accepted by low-ranking work-
ers despite apparent conflict with their dignity so long as it 
enables a common good, the wellbeing of all parties in the 
organization (Kennedy et al. 2016). Aristotelian families, on 
their part, may be found in the range between authoritarian 
and authoritative, insofar as they leave room for expressive-
ness and two-way communication with children.

The other main branch of family science is family devel-
opment theory which looks into how families transition 
through the different life-cycle stages (Duvall 1957; Rodg-
ers 1964; Spanier et al. 1975). It studies patterns so that 
families are enabled to adapt to changes more successfully. 
A premise is that development in any single member nec-
essarily impacts others. Belonging to this branch is the 
ABCX model of family stress (Hill 1949; McCubbin and 
Patterson 1983) where “A” stands for the stressor event; 
“B”, the resources for coping; “C”, the family’s perception; 
and “X”, the crisis or result of the interaction among “A”, 
“B” and “C”. In regard to Confucian families, there seems 
to be greater dependence on intra-family resources to cope 
with stressors, because all social organizations are framed 
in reference to different modes of familial relationships. For 
Aristotelian families, there is less dependence and it is easier 
to take recourse to instances outside the family for support 
in adaptation.

Next comes the intergenerational solidarity theory 
(Bengtson and Roberts 1991) which examines the senti-
ments, attitudes and behaviors that create links of solidar-
ity among different generations of family members. These 
bonds come in six dimensions, indicating various levels of 
cohesion: affect (emotional closeness), association (fre-
quency of interaction), consensus (agreement in values and 
views), function (resource sharing), norms (recognized obli-
gations) and structure (geographic proximity). The degree of 
solidarity affects the likelihood of mutual support, transfers 
of time and money and affections among family members 
across generations. The characteristics and extent of inter-
generational solidarity has a direct impact on career choices 
(e.g. entrepreneur with access to family resources or not; 
prevalence of traditional family gender roles) and work 
behaviors (e.g. teamwork, resilience, commitment). From 
this viewpoint, Confucian families may be characterized as 

very solidarious or tightly-knit, whereas Aristotelian fami-
lies are less solidarious and more detached.

In sum, we may identify the following distinctive char-
acteristics of Confucian and Aristotelian families based on 
the theoretical perspective offered by family science. Confu-
cian families are rigid in their leadership and relationships; 
protective in communication; strict in birth-order hierar-
chy; authoritarian in parental control; dependent on fam-
ily resources in coping with stress; and solidarious across 
generations. Aristotelian families tend to be more flexible in 
their leadership and relationships; less protective and maybe 
consensual on communication; more lenient in birth-order 
hierarchy; less authoritarian and perhaps even authoritative 
in parental control; less dependent on family resources in 
time of stress and not as solidarious across generations. Both 
characterizations entail different implications for organiza-
tional actors and business outcomes.

Conclusion

Virtuous Business Practice in Aristotelian 
and Confucian Family Traditions

After comparing the structure, organization and dynamics 
of Aristotelian and Confucian families, we shall draw some 
inferences regarding “virtuous” or excellent business prac-
tices in the two contexts. We hope to shed light on the differ-
ent ethical perceptions of nepotism, bribery, gift-giving and 
guanxi (Huang et al. 2009), for instance. For this analysis 
we shall make use of what we have learned from Aristote-
lian and Confucian ethical accounts as well as inputs from 
Family Science applied to organizations. Thus we hope to 
contribute not only to the comparative study of Aristote-
lian and Confucian virtue ethics in business, but also to the 
understanding of the distinctive role of families in these two 
traditions.

Aristotelian teachings found mainly in the Nicomachean 
Ethics and the Politics are normally taken to represent the 
standard virtue ethics account. Although authors may vary in 
its characterization, there is general agreement that (1) virtue 
or “excellence” refers to human nature in its perfect state or 
having reached its final end; (2) virtues are found in a full 
range of dispositions (actions, habits, character, lifestyles) 
among which exists a feedback or reinforcement mechanism; 
(3) practical wisdom or habitually doing the right thing the 
right way, not in the abstract or in general, but in the con-
crete is a sine qua non condition for virtue; and (4) virtues 
are necessary and partially constitutive elements of human 
flourishing or “eudaimonia” (Sison and Ferrero 2015). Our 
task now is to show how Confucian ethical teachings con-
form to these tenets.
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In the Confucian tradition, human beings are under-
stood to be individual and relational or social beings at the 
same time, just like in Aristotle (a “social or political ani-
mal”, an “animal that uses words”) (Koehn 2013). A pure 
individual, one without a family at the very least, is incon-
ceivable; and in the best of cases, the Gentleman-Sage 
(Junzi-Sheng ren) as a moral paradigm is always essen-
tially linked to the achievement of social harmony (he xie). 
Furthermore, both Aristotle and Confucius coincide in the 
importance of honor (“face”) and shame (“loss of face”). 
This would not make sense if the social or relational 
dimension of human beings were absent. Particularly for 
the Confucian scholar Mengzi, human nature is good not 
because it is innately good, but because it is constituted 
by inclinations toward virtue, like sprouts (duan) toward 
a fully grown plant (Ivanhoe 2013). In the same way that 
sprouts (duan) need to be tended and watered for them to 
blossom and bear fruit, virtuous inclinations have to be 
cultivated until they give rise to virtuous actions, habits, 
characters and manners of living, the various dispositions 
in which virtues are manifested (Lai 2010). The agricul-
tural metaphor found in Confucian teachings in developing 
virtues is equivalent to the educational programs found in 
Aristotle and other ancient Greeks. Only through proper 
cultivation, education and self-regulation will the seeds or 
inclinations toward virtue fulfill their natural functions and 
human beings reach full flourishing (Koehn 2013; Woods 
and Lamond 2011).

Again, for both Confucian and Aristotelian ethical tra-
ditions, purely theoretical or abstract knowledge is not 
sufficient, but effective action is necessary for virtue (Yu 
2013; Koehn 2013). This requires careful discernment of 
particulars, such as one’s station in life, roles and duties 
toward family and nation, the historical context and so forth, 
bringing into play the respective sets of cardinal virtues. All 
these elements constitute the exercise of practical wisdom. 
And finally, virtue is not so much the isolated execution 
of good acts, but the continuous effort to become the right 
kind of person living the good life in society (Lai 2013). 
In this respect, Aristotelian eudaimonia or flourishing pos-
sible only within the political community is very similar to 
the Confucian ideal of social harmony (he xie) (Wang and 
Juslin 2009).

Despite these notable similarities which justify a virtue 
ethics label for the Confucian tradition as well, however, 
there are significant differences in how families are viewed. 
We have already mentioned that for Aristotle, the economy, 
the body of knowledge that governs the family or household 
and material resources, is subordinated to politics, which 
deals with the political community and flourishing. In Con-
fucian accounts, on the other hand, the family extends its 
scope and logic through the different intermediate social col-
lectives to the widest political community (Low and Ang 

2013). The ideal politics in societies rooted in Confucian 
traditions is a form of familial collectivism.

This distinction is particularly meaningful to understand 
the differences between the social foundations of business 
practices in societies of Aristotelian and Confucian tradi-
tions. Societies rooted in Confucian traditions are struc-
tured in terms of social relationships. Economic exchange 
is embedded in networks of personal contacts with relational 
rules based on a shared moral code, personal affection, and 
instrumentality that lead to long-term and stable relation-
ships governed by trust, reputation and reciprocity. How-
ever, societies rooted in Aristotelian traditions are structured 
through organizational boundaries and identities that are 
defined in contractual terms. Even the family could be seen 
as an organization in which all its members (e.g. parents 
and children) have legal rights according to their status, as 
well as general legal rights as citizens (Chung and Hamilton 
2001). Therefore, in societies rooted in Confucian traditions 
economic transactions are personalized and governed by the 
norms of reciprocity that characterize the different social 
relationships (wu lun). In societies rooted in Aristotelian tra-
ditions the economic activity has a de-personalized nature 
and rests on contracts and a legal framework.

Moreover, family science suggests that Confucian fami-
lies are authoritarian in parental control, protective in com-
munication, strict in birth-order hierarchy, dependent on 
family resources in coping with stress and solidarious across 
generations. Aristotelian families, for their part, tend to be 
less authoritarian and perhaps even authoritative in parental 
control, less protective and maybe consensual in communi-
cation, more lenient in birth-order hierarchy, less dependent 
on family resources in times of stress and not as solidarious 
across generations.

We think that these distinguishing features between Con-
fucian and Aristotelian families have important repercus-
sions on what is considered virtuous business practice for 
each of them. We shall henceforth focus on two, nepotism 
and the cluster of activities associated with bribery, gift-
giving and guanxi, on the one hand, and the understanding 
of written norms or codified rules, on the other.

Nepotism

“Nepotism” apparently came into English in the mid-17th 
century from the Italian “nipote”, “nephew”. It referred to 
the practice of renaissance popes of bestowing privileges on 
their “nephews” who were in many cases illegitimate sons. 
Since then it has been extended to mean people in power or 
with influence favoring relatives and friends by appointing 
them to positions or giving them jobs, even if others are 
better qualified.

Given the trajectory of Confucian families, not to practice 
nepotism in business would be unnatural and consequently, 
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unvirtuous. Nepotism is normal. It reflects the authoritarian, 
protective, patriarchal, paternalistic and hierarchical nature 
of the Confucian family ethos. That is because duties and 
obligations are above all owed to one’s kin and one who did 
not take care of his family a fortiori could not be trusted to 
take care of those who are not even relatives. To behave oth-
erwise goes against the established social hierarchy (Chan 
2008). Nepotism is especially relevant at the beginning of 
businesses and organizations when complete trust and will-
ingness to work hard for little or no immediate compensation 
may be demanded. And where else could such a high degree 
of commitment be sourced if not from one’s family?

To a great extent, nepotism is simply the application of 
the five superior-subordinate relationships (wu lun) to the 
organizational or corporate environment. The relationship 
between “father and son” demands near absolute defer-
ence of the son toward the father in decision making. This 
explains the preponderance of family businesses in socie-
ties rooted in Confucian traditions and their paternalistic 
management style manifested, among others, in respect 
for seniority and a lifetime employment policy. Next is the 
relationship between “ruler and subject”, largely patterned 
after the former and differing only in scope. The ruler is the 
father of the nation which is constituted by all his subjects 
who are, in that sense, like his offspring. We can find this 
principle guiding the relationships between management and 
subordinates in business organizations (Chan 2008). Obei-
sance is expected on the part of subjects in exchange for care 
over their wellbeing and protection on the part of the ruler. 
The third is the relationship between “husband and wife”, 
where the husband is expected to be protector, legislator and 
provider, and the wife, executor and overseer of rules and 
administrator of resources. In firms we can encounter a simi-
lar definition and distribution of these complementary roles. 
In fourth place comes the relationship between “brother and 
brother”, which acknowledges that despite individual dif-
ferences, they form part of the same family. Within firms, 
this relationship applies to that found between colleagues 
and employees. Although among siblings, some are older 
(xiong) and others younger (di), they still owe each other 
honor and consideration in accordance with their birth order. 
In particular, the older brother is expected to be friendly to 
the younger brother who, in turn, is expected to be respect-
ful. Lastly, we have the relationship of “friend and friend”, 
whose dealings are guided by the virtue of loyalty above all.

Gift‑Giving and Guanxi

Guanxi is such a pervasive and dominant force in Chinese 
life so as to merit special attention (Langenberg 2013; Huang 
et al. 2009). Guanxi (preferential treatment of relations) 
among relatives, friends, colleagues and acquaintances, is 
always viewed in a positive light, never as corruption (or 

bribery). Thanks to guanxi, an individual is able to prevail 
upon another to perform a favor or service, thus acting as an 
effective social lubricant regardless of the social provenance 
of those involved. It is the opposite of “arm’s length deal-
ing” as it is known in the West. Guanxi originated in tradi-
tional Chinese village life as a form of gift exchange where 
a favor received now is considered a debt to be repaid in the 
future. Therefore, the practice of Guanxi is reciprocal, and 
it is the base on which the Chinese social networks are built. 
Although these relationships are motivated by calculations 
of future benefits or utilities, they are not necessarily instru-
mental, since gifts have to be accompanied by benevolent 
feelings—not just economic self-interest—and they have to 
comply with certain social norms. Among these is the long-
term focus which takes attention away from the objects of 
material exchange to the mutually beneficial relationship 
that is cultivated. Guanxi, therefore, is a unique form of 
valuable social capital developed within societies rooted in 
Confucian traditions (Herrmann-Pillath 2010; Huang et al. 
2009; Li 2007). It actually makes people more dependable 
and trustworthy, thereby lowering transaction costs in busi-
ness. A recent study has established a negative association 
between risk aversion and guanxi (Opper, Nee and Holm 
2017). Guanxi is aligned with the strong dependence on fam-
ily resources and the high solidarity across generations in 
Confucian families. Thus guanxi differs from bribery, which 
is motivated purely by economic interests (that is, without 
affection) and focuses on immediate and specific exchanges, 
rather than on the long term.

Guanxi could then be defined as “a long-term relation-
ship between actors who, based on interests in and control 
over instruments, affection and normative resources, engage 
in continuous exchanges which are governed by a set of 
network-specific norms” (Langenberg 2013, p. 959). Thus 
guanxi involves renqing, the resource (favors, gifts, cash and 
so forth) which is the object of social exchange, but it can-
not be reduced to mere gift-giving because it also includes: 
ganqing, genuine sentiments, attachment or good rapport; 
and mianzi or “face”, which indicates an individual’s pub-
lic image or regard, as a consequence of social position. 
Defaulting on guanxi means a serious loss of face or ostra-
cism. Another distinguishing feature of guanxi is that it is 
always ongoing or “dynamic”. Exchanges never reach a bal-
ance or equilibrium at which they stop. Instead, the to and 
fro of favors is expected to continue in the long-term future.

The strict observance of the five relationships (wulun) 
shows that in the Confucian context, where families are 
dominant in all forms of social organizations including busi-
nesses, virtuous practices are compatible with inequality. 
Each individual occupies a distinct position in the social 
hierarchy, with its own duties and obligations (Romar 2002). 
To insist on equality among human beings is to fall into an 
abstraction and deny this truth and principle of social order. 
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Thus, there can be no virtue or moral excellence in it. It 
is the wrong path to personal moral perfection and social 
harmony.

Virtuous Business Attitudes in Aristotelian 
and Confucian Family Traditions

A second major difference between Confucian and Aristote-
lian family traditions in regard to virtue in business refers to 
the relative importance of codified rules or written norms. 
Confucian virtue ethics is not given to absolute formula-
tions or legalisms relying, instead, on the force of unwritten 
social norms (Lu and Koehn 2015). This is a consequence, in 
part, of the particularism and affectionism of the Confucian 
moral tradition, as we have seen. Because of particularism, 
the demands of personal relationships are seen to go beyond 
what general, abstract and written rules could capture. And 
due to affectionism, each personal relationship is viewed 
as unique and worthy of special consideration, once more 
outside the reach of codifiable rules.

The predominance of unwritten social norms in Con-
fucian virtue ethics is likewise highlighted in the role of 
yi (righteousness). Yi does not entail slavish, mechanical 
application of a rigid code, but thoughtful, nuanced and 
flexible practical judgment (Koehn 2016). Confucius him-
self is characterized not as an ascetic, but as “a man who 
had the combination of remarkable intellect, practical good 
sense, extremely refined taste, keen sensibility and very 
strong emotions” (Lin 2010). Yi in thought and action is 
not achieved through blind obedience or commitment to an 
absolute moral rule, but through the exercise of dialectic. 
In particular, yi consists of the “centrality or commonality” 
(zhongyong) attained between opposites. Yi is a matter of 
keeping balance.

To live in accordance with yi requires careful attention 
to circumstances that are particular and contingent. One 
has to be keenly perceptive of status, role, relationship and 
situation. Since all of these factors are relative, one must 
be open to changes in time and place, rather than hold on 
to universal, strict and fast rules. For this reason, Western 
businesspeople may complain that dealings and agree-
ments with Chinese partners never seem to be final; instead, 
they always appear to be open to re-negotiation. But that is 
because Westerners tend to think in terms of objective and 
universal laws governing contractual obligations, while their 
Chinese counterparts think of yi. Since particular circum-
stances change, what is appropriate or righteous (yi) in a 
business relationship should also change, depending on what 
is mutually beneficial to parties (Liu 2010). Interestingly, 
although Westerners such as Americans are overall less 
likely to use ethically questionable negotiation tactics than 
Chinese, much depends on the other party’s provenance. 
When engaging with Chinese, Americans are more prone 

to make false promises and rely on inappropriate informa-
tion gathering than with their fellow Americans. Chinese, on 
the other hand, are less prone to resort to these tactics when 
dealing with Americans than with other Chinese (Yang et al. 
2017).

This informal, non-legalistic and non-positivistic feature 
of what is considered virtuous business practice in Confu-
cian society (Lu and Koehn 2015) has, of course, been sub-
ject to much criticism in the West (Langenberg 2013). The 
lack of institutional support for the compliance in China of 
perceived contractual obligations is often cited as a major 
obstacle to international trade and the development of busi-
ness and the economy. But businesses and organizations 
could also draw benefits from this non-legalistic attitude, 
such as greater willingness for overtime work even without 
pay and stronger identification with the firm among Con-
fucian employees (Kang et al. 2017). Nevertheless, both 
approaches to business practice are non-exclusive since 
they are combined in global business transactions. On the 
one hand, the development of a global legal framework has 
enabled to extend commercial relationships beyond the net-
work of personal connections—distant relationships can be 
monitored through laws, while, on the other hand, informal 
relationships based on trust and reciprocation have proved to 
be specially efficient to overcome environments of contract 
uncertainty (Landa 2016).

Summary of the Findings

This article does not aim to describe actual family-related 
business practices in societies rooted in Confucian and 
Aristotelian traditions. Neither does it purport to prescribe 
how such practices ought to be. Instead, this essay adopts 
the interpretive or hermeneutical mode, seeking to explain 
normative differences in the evaluations of certain family-
related business attitudes and practices in light of Confucian 
and Aristotelian virtue ethics standards. The proper under-
standing of these attitudes and practices is, in our opinion, 
a crucial step in determining what could be done from an 
ethical perspective.

These interpretive principles may be summarized as fol-
lows. First, in the Aristotelian tradition, family (the econ-
omy) is subordinated to the political community (politics) 
as the proper locus of flourishing (eudaimonia), while in 
the Confucian tradition, the political community is sub-
ordinated to the family as a “family writ large”. Secondly, 
because of the foregoing, nepotism in business and politics 
is viewed negatively as an injustice in the Aristotelian tra-
dition, whereas in the Confucian culture, it is considered 
“normal”, since individuals are expected to take care of 
the next of kin before others. As a result, management 
styles in Confucian societies are more paternalistic, def-
erential towards seniority and long-term commitment, and 
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protective of employee wellbeing in exchange for obei-
sance toward authority. Thirdly, whereas in the Aristote-
lian tradition, gift-giving is generally frowned upon as an 
occasion for bribery and corruption, in the Confucian tra-
dition, it is both accepted and expected as part of guanxi. 
Guanxi requires that gift-giving be voluntary, accompa-
nied by benevolent feelings, in accordance with social 
norms, and looking toward a long-term relationship. In 
fourth place, business dealings in Aristotelian-influenced 
societies tend to be bound by abstract, universal rules and 
formal, objective laws, while in Confucian settings, there 
is more flexibility, requiring careful attention to circum-
stances that are particular, and paying greater attention to 
persons and contingencies in accordance with yi. Thus, 
it may be easier for business transactions to yield a clear 
winner and loser or a “zero-sum” result, if that is how the 
legal chips have fallen in Aristotelian-influenced societies. 
In Confucian culture, on the other hand, earnest effort will 
be employed to seek a compromise, because both parties 
ought to benefit in a “win–win” outcome.

Despite these significant differences in attitudes and 
practices, it is important to underscore that each of them is 
consistent with the virtue ethics standards of their respec-
tive Aristotelian and Confucian traditions. This just goes to 
show how context-sensitive and context-specific excellence 
in business attitudes and practice is, contributing to raise a 
necessary cultural awareness for doing and evaluating dif-
ferent business practices.

Future Research

Bases on the findings and conclusions above, we believe 
further research may be pursued in the following areas. 
Firstly, such a study based on ethnography and family sci-
ence can help advance the criticism of neoclassical theories 
of the firm exclusively concerned with abstract, individual 
rationality. Secondly, it could also strengthen the acknowl-
edgment of different kinds of families through the use of 
Family Science, once the distinctive features of reproduc-
tion and production of these organizations are established. 
Thirdly, more investigations may be carried out on how 
Confucian and Aristotelian family backgrounds affect par-
ticular business practices, such as corporate governance and 
leadership succession, for instance, and what is considered 
virtuous or excellent in each case. And lastly, this dialog can 
be extended to other virtue ethics schools like the one inau-
gurated by MacIntyre to examine how it dovetails with the 
virtue narrative structured around practices and institutions, 
individual personal biographies and communal traditions.
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