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AMANOFYI 

When I was much younger, maybe twelve years old, my mother told me a story about an 

experience she had when she was around the same age. She was on her way home from school 

with a group of her friends, and they crossed paths with another student on his way home as well. 

This student, my mother told me, was less well-off than many of the other students at the school, 

a fact she knew in part because of the clothing he wore- older, more worn, ill-fitting, out-of

style. When her group of friends encountered this student, they began to make fun of how he was 

dressed. My mother didn't hide her own participation in his denigration, but she said she'd never 

forgotten what happened next. The student looked around the group, making eye contact with 

each member, before saying firmly: "I didn' t choose this life." And in that moment, my mother 

told me her eyes were opened to the insensitivity, the cruelty of what she and her friends had 

done. While she acknowledged this wasn't the last time in her life she did something insensitive 

or cruel, in that moment an awareness blossomed in her that helped her recognize how hard - but 

how important - it is to do what you feel is right, even when the circumstances encourage a 

different course of action. 

As an awkward and insecure adolescent, I remember being struck by my mother's story, 

able vividly to imagine what it must have felt like for that student to suffer the shaming 

comments of his peers and to feel trapped in a life that offered no alternative, no escape. Like my 

mother, I felt something inside me change, a new recognition of the need not to be ruled by my 

insecurities and fears, my desires to be accepted and affirmed, in making a decisions about how 

to navigate the world. This new recognition didn't take the form of a rule that I suddenly felt 

compelled to obey- and like my mother, I have been far from perfect in following its insight. 



Instead, it was a habit of mind that was reinforced the more I exercised it, the more I pushed 

myself to see past my shallow, superficial concerns and focus on that deeper sense of what was 

right. As Aristotle - widely regarded as the father of modem virtue ethics - wrote in The 

Nicomachean Ethics, "acts of any kind produce habits or characters of the same kind. Hence we 

ought to make sure that our acts are of a certain kind; for the resulting character varies as they 

vary" (11 03b ). When inspired and reinforced by virtuous acts, these habits become the 

foundation for a more enduring embodiment of that virtue. 

So what virtue had my mother's story inspired in me? In The Republic, Plato lays out 

what later came to be known as the four cardinal virtues: temperance, fortitude, prudence, and 

justice (427e). Aristotle, in his work Rhetoric, followed Plato while adding a few more: "[t]he 

forms of Virtue are justice, courage, temperance, magnificence, magnanimity, liberality, 

gentleness, prudence, wisdom" (1366bl). By my reckoning however, none ofthese virtues as 

concisely captures the sense of doing what is right, even when difficult, as the Confucian virtue 

yi. Chung-ying Cheng writes, "A man ofyi ... must be a man of creative insights who is able to 

make appropriate moral judgments in particular situations, judgments which will preserve the 

totality of goodness and justice" (p. 272). In this sense, the virtue of yi encompasses precisely 

what my mother realized in her encounter with the l~ss fortunate student and what I realized in 

hearing the story of that encounter: that we all fmd ourselves in situations where we are 

compelled to think and to act in ways that are socially, though not morally, appropriate. We are, 

for example, expected to behave a certain way because those around us are doing the same and to 

insist on behaving differently will bring their disapproval and rejection. In other words, making 

the appropriate moral judgment - and then carrying it out - will be far from easy, far from fun. 

But the ability to do so - to make that judgment, to take that action, to overcome that impulse to 



follow the herd - is exactly what makes yi such a powerful virtue, such an important feature of 

our moral landscape. 

Turning my attention to the present day, I find that yi has guided my own career 

ambitions. I am currently a graduate student in social work, a profession that carries this virtue at 

its core. My efforts in that area are always informed by my commitment to doing what is right 

for the people I serve, even though in many cases, others around them and the social 

environment they inhabit have very different ideas about how they should be treated and what 

they deserve. I worked with a client recently who was living in the shelter system and struggling 

with drug addiction. From most people, I imagine he would elicit a reaction involving 

disappointment and disgust - a sense that he had made his bed and while it was clearly a mess, he 

had to sleep in it - in other words, he was responsible for the sad state of his life. Indeed, the 

stories the client shared about his experiences interacting with people around him suggested this 

was one of the more benign reactions he received and that people could be - and often were -

much crueler. 

In listening to him tell his story, I kept thinking back to the story my mother shared and 

the words of that student in response to his derogation: "I didn't choose this life." This client, 

like that student, was making the best of an exceedingly difficult situation. He was using the 

coping skills he possessed to survive however he could. And unfortunately, he was doing so in a 

social environment inclined to disparage and even punish him for it. For me, it was powerful to 

be able to approach this man from a place of empathy, from a place of care, and ultimately, from 

a place of yi. Aristotle writes, "the good for man is an activity of the soul in accordance with 

virtue, or if there are more kinds of virtue than one, in accordance with the best and most perfect 

kind" (1098a). It felt good- in the deepest, most powerful sense of this term- to be able to make 



the appropriate moral judgment and help this man, to reject (and risk the rejection of) the 

stronger social sense that he deserved at best our pity, and at worst our cruelty. 

This reality, that my efforts as a social worker will often stand in opposition to the 

broader moral and social landscape, is certainly the most significant obstacle I find myself 

facing. It is scary to recognize how much easier it is to remain silent under circumstances where 

an appropriate moral judgment instructs us to do something demanding the opposite of silence. I 

think of Martin Luther King, Jr. writing from a Birmingham jail in 1963: "All too many others 

have been more cautious than courageous and have remained silent behind the anesthetizing 

security of stained-glass windows." A strong sense of yi, however, helps one push aside this 

impulse to stay silent, to remain invisible in the crowd. It insists that we stand up for what we 

know to be right, that we defend those who receive, but do not deserve, the scorn, the hatred, the 

disgust of society. I am proud that I have chosen to pursue a career that carries the same 

commitment to this virtue that I have held since the day my mother shared her story. And while I 

understand the obstacles that make it difficult to be a man (or woman) ofyi- albeit one who is 

often imperfect and always learning - I think these obstacles are exactly why practicing yi is so 

essential. Yi helps us, helps me, make the important distinction between the right now - what is 

presently expected of us by society, by our peers - and the truly right - what we know to be the 

appropriate moral judgment. And the goodness that always comes from doing so is its own 

reward. 
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