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PART ONE: THE MAN & THE TRADITION

1. What Is Confucianism? Is It a Religion or a
Philosophy?
Confucianism is one of the most debated traditions in the study of religion — specifically because it

challenges Western categories. Is it a religion? A philosophy? A political system? An ethical code? The

honest answer is: all of these at once, and that is precisely what makes it fascinating.

In Chinese it is called Rujia — 'the school of the ru' (scholars, literati). The term 'Confucianism' was

coined by Jesuit missionaries in the 17th century who encountered this tradition and named it after its

founder Kong Qiu, whom they Latinized as 'Confucius.'

Why the Religion Question Is Complicated
• Confucianism has no personal God in the Western sense — no deity who created the world,

answers prayers, or judges souls after death in a vivid way.

• Yet it is deeply concerned with Heaven (Tian) as a moral force, with ancestor veneration, with

ritual, and with the sacred ordering of human life.

• It shaped Chinese civilization the way Christianity shaped medieval Europe — not just as private

belief but as the organizing framework of law, education, government, family structure, and daily

life.

• Confucius himself was agnostic about the supernatural. When asked about death and spirits, he

said: 'You don't yet know how to serve people — how could you serve spirits? You don't yet

understand life — how could you understand death?'

• The sociologist Robert Bellah called Confucianism a 'civil religion' — it functions as religion

(providing ultimate meaning, moral order, and communal identity) without requiring supernatural

belief.

vs. Taoism Taoism asks: what is the natural flow of the universe, and how do I harmonize

with it? Confucianism asks: what is the proper order of human relationships,

and how do I fulfill my role within it? Taoism looks outward to nature;

Confucianism looks inward to society.

vs.
Buddhism

Buddhism asks: how do I escape suffering and the cycle of rebirth?

Confucianism asks: how do I live well with others in this life? Buddhism is

ultimately world-transcending; Confucianism is world-affirming. Buddhism

sees social roles as part of samsara to escape; Confucianism sees them as

the arena of moral perfection.
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2. Confucius — His Life, Times & Character
Kong Qiu (551–479 BCE) — known in the West as Confucius, in China as Kongzi ('Master Kong') or

Kong Fuzi ('Grand Master Kong') — was born in the state of Lu in what is now Shandong Province,

China. He lived during the turbulent Spring and Autumn Period, when the Zhou dynasty's central

authority had collapsed and rival states were in constant warfare.

His Life

Date Event

551 BCE Born in Qufu, state of Lu. Father died when he was three. Raised in poverty by his mother. He later said: 'At fifteen my mind was bent on learning.'

~530s BCE Worked in minor government posts — managing granaries and livestock. Began gathering students and teaching. His school was revolutionary: open to anyone of ability regardless of social class (previously education was only for aristocrats).

~501 BCE Rose to a significant government position in Lu — possibly Minister of Justice. According to tradition he brought remarkable order to Lu through moral governance.

497 BCE Left Lu in frustration when the ruler chose pleasure over good governance (according to tradition, he resigned when the ruler accepted a gift of dancing girls and neglected his duties). Began 13 years of wandering through states seeking a ruler who would implement his vision of virtuous government.

484 BCE Returned to Lu at age 67, invited back by a new government. Spent his final years teaching, compiling ancient texts, and transmitting the cultural heritage he considered his sacred mission.

479 BCE Died in Lu, age 72. He considered himself a failure — no ruler had fully implemented his vision. His students compiled his sayings into the Analects after his death. Within two centuries his philosophy would reshape all of East Asia.

His Character — What the Analects Reveal
Confucius emerges from the Analects as a remarkably human figure — not a god, not a mystic, but a

passionate teacher who wept at beautiful music, was particular about his food, loved fishing (but

wouldn't use a net — he believed in taking only what was needed), and openly admitted his own

limitations. He said: 'I transmit rather than create. I believe in and love the ancients.' He saw himself as

a restorer, not an innovator.

"At fifteen I had my mind bent on learning. At thirty I stood firm. At forty I had no

doubts. At fifty I knew the decrees of Heaven. At sixty my ear was an obedient organ

for the reception of truth. At seventy I could follow what my heart desired, without

transgressing what was right. — Confucius, Analects 2.4"



Confucianism — A Complete Guide to Its Philosophy 6

3. Historical Context — Why China Needed
Confucius
To understand Confucius you must understand what China looked like during the Spring and Autumn

Period (771–476 BCE) and the Warring States Period (475–221 BCE). The Zhou dynasty, which had

governed China for centuries under a feudal system, had lost its grip on power. Dozens of rival states

fought constantly for dominance. Old social structures were collapsing. The aristocracy was losing its

monopoly on culture and learning.

This was also one of the most intellectually explosive eras in human history — coinciding with the

Greek Golden Age, the Hebrew prophets, the Upanishadic revolution in India, and Zoroaster in Persia.

The philosopher Karl Jaspers called it the 'Axial Age' — a period when humanity across civilizations

seemed simultaneously to ask new, deeper questions about existence and ethics.

China's Axial Age produced what later became known as the 'Hundred Schools of Thought' —

Confucianism, Taoism, Legalism, Mohism, and many more — all competing to answer: how should

society be organized? What makes a good ruler? What is human nature? How should we live?

The Three Teachings (San Jiao) By the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE) Chinese civilization

had synthesized three great traditions into a complementary whole: Confucianism: social

ethics, governance, and family Taoism: nature, health, longevity, and mysticism Buddhism:

the soul, karma, rebirth, and liberation after death A Chinese person might consult a

Confucian scholar for advice on governance, a Taoist priest for healing, and a Buddhist

monk for funeral rites — all without contradiction. These three traditions are the bedrock of

East Asian civilization.



Confucianism — A Complete Guide to Its Philosophy 7

4. The Sacred Texts — The Four Books & Five
Classics

The Four Books (Si Shu) — The Core Curriculum
During the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE), the Neo-Confucian philosopher Zhu Xi compiled what

became the definitive Confucian curriculum: the Four Books. For nearly 700 years (1313–1905 CE),

these texts formed the basis of China's imperial civil service examinations — every educated person in

China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam studied them.

The Analects (Lunyu)
The most important Confucian text. Compiled by Confucius's students after his death (~400s BCE), it

records his conversations, teachings, and moments of daily life across 20 books and ~500 passages. It

is not systematic philosophy but wisdom in fragments — a master answering questions, responding to

situations, revealing his values through specific exchanges. It rewards slow, repeated reading over a

lifetime.

Mencius (Mengzi)
The collected teachings of Mencius (Mengzi, 372–289 BCE), Confucius's greatest intellectual heir.

More systematic and argumentative than the Analects. Mencius's central thesis: human nature is

fundamentally good, and moral cultivation is the process of recovering this original goodness. He also

developed the revolutionary idea that rulers who lose the 'Mandate of Heaven' through tyranny may

rightfully be overthrown.

The Great Learning (Daxue)
Originally a chapter of the Book of Rites, elevated to independent status by Zhu Xi. A short but dense

text laying out the path of Confucian self-cultivation: 'The investigation of things leads to the extension

of knowledge; the extension of knowledge leads to the sincerity of thought; sincerity of thought leads to

the rectification of the mind; rectification of the mind leads to the cultivation of the person; cultivation of

the person leads to the regulation of the family; regulation of the family leads to the governance of the

state; governance of the state leads to peace under Heaven.'
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The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong)
Another chapter from the Book of Rites elevated to independent status. Discusses the ideal of

zhongyong — the middle path, equilibrium, and the cultivation of the self in harmony with Heaven.

More metaphysically oriented than the other texts, exploring the relationship between human moral

nature and the cosmic order.

The Five Classics (Wu Jing) — The Ancient Canon

Classic Content & Significance

Classic of Poetry (Shijing)305 poems — folk songs, court hymns, ritual songs — from the early Zhou dynasty. Confucius reportedly edited this collection and considered poetry essential to moral cultivation. He said: 'If you do not study the Odes, you will be at a loss for words.'

Classic of History (Shujing / Shangshu)Ancient historical documents, speeches of kings, and records of government from the earliest Chinese dynasties. Provided models of virtuous and corrupt rule for Confucian political thought.

Classic of Rites (Liji) Encyclopedic text on ritual, ceremonial practice, social norms, and proper behavior in every situation. Contains the Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean as chapters. Central to the Confucian emphasis on li.

Classic of Changes (I Ching / Yijing)The ancient divination text of 64 hexagrams, predating Confucianism but adopted into the canon. Confucius allegedly spent his final years studying it so intensely that the binding of his copy wore out three times. Its philosophical appendices attributed to Confucius discuss cosmic change and the moral implications of natural patterns.

Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu)A terse historical chronicle of the state of Lu from 722–481 BCE, traditionally attributed to Confucius himself. Confucians believed that Confucius's choice of specific words in describing historical events encoded moral judgments — every word choice was a lesson in righteousness.
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PART TWO: THE CORE PHILOSOPHY

5. Ren — Humaneness & Benevolent Love

■ Ren (pronounced 'run') Humaneness / Benevolence / Love

Ren is the supreme virtue in Confucianism — the root from which all others grow. It is

often translated as 'benevolence,' 'humaneness,' 'love,' or 'goodness.' The Chinese

character for ren combines the characters for 'person' (ren) and 'two' (er) —

suggesting that humanity is only fully realized in relationship with others. Ren is not a

single act but a quality of the whole person — the orientation of the heart toward

others with genuine care, without selfishness or calculation. When a student asked

Confucius to define ren in one word, he said: 'Love others.' When asked how to

practice it, he said: 'Do not do to others what you would not want done to yourself' —

the Silver Rule (negative formulation of the Golden Rule), appearing in the Analects

500 years before Jesus's Sermon on the Mount. Confucius was deliberately elusive

about ren's full definition, giving different answers to different students based on what

each one needed to hear. This is because ren cannot be fully captured in a definition

— it must be lived.

"The man of ren, wishing to be established himself, seeks also to establish others;

wishing to be enlarged himself, he seeks also to enlarge others. To be able to judge of

others by what is near in ourselves — this may be called the art of ren. — Analects

6.28"

vs. Taoism Taoism's equivalent to ren is ci (compassion) — but where Confucian ren is

expressed through active social engagement and the fulfillment of relational

duties, Taoist ci flows naturally through non-action (wu wei). The Tao Te

Ching even warns against making ren an explicit goal — 'When ren is lost,

then ritual appears.' Taoism sees Confucian virtue as a symptom of fallen

naturalness.

vs.
Buddhism

Buddhism's karuna (compassion) and metta (loving-kindness) are close

relatives of ren but directed universally — toward all sentient beings across all

lives. Confucian ren is graded: you love your parents more than strangers.

Buddhism aims for equanimity — equal compassion for all. This is one of the

deepest philosophical differences.
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6. Li — Ritual Propriety & the Sacred Order of
Life

■ Li (pronounced 'lee') Ritual Propriety / Rites / Propriety

Li is perhaps the most distinctive and misunderstood concept in Confucianism. It is

usually translated as 'ritual,' 'rites,' or 'propriety,' but this misses its depth. Li refers to

all the proper forms and ceremonies of human life — from the grand (state sacrifices,

court ceremonies, funerals) to the intimate (how you greet your parents in the morning,

how you eat, how you receive a gift). For Confucius, these forms were not arbitrary

social conventions but the crystallized wisdom of centuries — the accumulated human

knowledge of how to treat each other with appropriate dignity and care in every

situation. Li is the outward form through which ren (inner humaneness) is expressed.

Without ren, li is empty performance. Without li, ren has no vehicle of expression.

Confucius believed that correct ritual had almost magical social power: when the right

forms were observed, people naturally felt the right emotions and acted rightly. Music,

posture, ceremony, and the proper forms of greeting all shaped the inner life of

participants. This is why he was devastated when he witnessed a ruler performing a

ceremony meant only for the Son of Heaven — the breach of ritual was a symptom of

a civilization unraveling.

"Respectfulness, without the rules of propriety, becomes laborious bustle;

carefulness, without the rules of propriety, becomes timidity; boldness, without the

rules of propriety, becomes insubordination; straightforwardness, without the rules of

propriety, becomes rudeness. — Analects 8.2"

vs. Taoism Taoism is explicitly critical of li. The Tao Te Ching states: 'When the great Tao

is abandoned, humaneness and righteousness appear; when wisdom and

knowledge arise, great hypocrisy appears.' For Taoists, elaborate ritual is a

sign of a society that has lost natural harmony — you don't need rules about

how to bow if people naturally treat each other with care. This is the sharpest

philosophical disagreement between the two traditions.

7. Yi — Righteousness & Moral Duty
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■ Yi (pronounced 'ee') Righteousness / Moral Rightness / Duty

Yi is doing what is morally right — not because it is profitable or pleasant but because

it is right. It is the principle that there are some actions that must be done and some

that must not be done, regardless of consequences. Confucius sharply distinguished

the junzi (noble person) who acts from yi from the petty person (xiaoren) who acts only

from self-interest. The noble person asks: 'What is right?' The petty person asks: 'What

is profitable?' Yi also involves a kind of moral courage — the willingness to speak truth

to power, to remonstrate with a ruler who is acting wrongly even at personal cost.

Confucius walked away from rulers who would not listen to right counsel. This was

considered the height of yi — not blind loyalty but loyal correction.

"The man of virtue, wishing to be established himself, seeks also to establish others.

The superior man is catholic and not partisan. The mean man is partisan and not

catholic. — Analects 2.14"

8. Zhi — Moral Wisdom & Self-Knowledge

■
Zhi (pronounced 'jir') Moral Wisdom / Discernment /

Knowledge

Zhi is not mere intelligence or book learning — it is the practical wisdom to perceive

what is right in any given situation, and to understand human nature deeply enough to

know how to respond to each person and circumstance appropriately. Confucius said:

'To know what you know and to know what you don't know — this is knowledge.' True

zhi begins with intellectual humility. The person who thinks they know everything

knows nothing; the person who knows the limits of their knowledge can keep growing.

Zhi also involves self-knowledge — the daily examination of one's own character.

Confucius's disciple Zengzi famously said he examined himself daily on three points:

whether he had been faithful in doing things for others, sincere with friends, and had

mastered and practiced his teacher's instructions.

9. Xin — Integrity & Trustworthiness
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■
Xin (pronounced 'sheen') Integrity / Trustworthiness /

Faithfulness

Xin is the alignment between what one says and what one does — integrity in the

deepest sense. It is being a person whose word can be relied upon, whose inner life

matches their outer presentation. In Confucian thought, xin is the social glue that

makes civilization possible. Without trustworthiness between people, no relationship,

no governance, and no society can function. Confucius was asked what a government

needs most; he listed sufficient food, sufficient military, and the trust of the people —

and when pressed to choose one, he chose trust. Without the people's trust, a

government cannot stand even if it has food and armies. Xin also means being true to

oneself — not performing virtue for others' approval but cultivating it genuinely in the

private moments when no one is watching.
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10. The Five Relationships — The Heart of
Confucian Society
Confucianism is fundamentally a relational ethics. It does not ask 'what are my rights as an individual?'

but 'what are my responsibilities within my relationships?' The Five Relationships (Wu Lun) define the

basic structure of Confucian society:

1. Ruler — Minister (Jun-Chen) | Benevolence (ren) from above; Loyalty
(zhong) from below

The ruler governs with benevolence and justice; the minister serves with loyalty and

honest counsel. This is NOT blind obedience — a minister's highest duty is to

remonstrate (speak truth to power) when the ruler errs. Confucius himself left rulers who

refused to listen.

2. Father — Son (Fu-Zi) | Kindness (ci) from above; Filial piety (xiao) from
below

The father provides, protects, and models virtue; the son honors, obeys, and cares for

the father — especially in old age. This is the most fundamental relationship in

Confucianism — filial piety (xiao) is the root of all virtue. Confucius said: 'A young man

should be filial at home and respectful to elders abroad.'

3. Husband — Wife (Fu-Fu) | Righteousness (yi) from above; Obedience (cong)
from below

The husband leads in outer affairs; the wife manages the inner household. Both have

specific virtues and responsibilities. This relationship has been the most criticized in

modern times for reinforcing gender hierarchy — a legitimate critique addressed in

Chapter 18.

4. Elder Brother — Younger Brother (Xiong-Di) | Gentleness (you) from above;
Respect (gong) from below

The elder guides and sets an example; the younger respects and learns. Sibling

relationships are training grounds for all other social relationships — learning to give and

receive appropriately within a hierarchy of care.
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5. Friend — Friend (Peng-You) | Trustworthiness (xin) — mutual

The only equal relationship in the five. Friends owe each other faithfulness (xin), honest

counsel, and mutual support in virtue. True friendship for Confucius was not casual

companionship but a bond of moral support — friends help each other become better

people.

An Important Nuance The Five Relationships are not just hierarchical — they are

reciprocal. Every superior in the relationship has duties to the inferior: the ruler must be

benevolent, the father must be kind, the husband must be just, the elder brother gentle.

Confucianism is not a doctrine of blind obedience but of mutual responsibility. A ruler who

is tyrannical has broken the relationship from above and forfeits the right to loyalty from

below.
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11. Junzi — The Noble Person (The Confucian
Ideal Human)
The junzi (pronounced 'jwen-dzuh') is the central human ideal in Confucianism. Originally the word

meant 'son of a ruler' — a noble by birth. Confucius radically redefined it: the junzi is noble by virtue

and character, not by bloodline. This was revolutionary in his era's class-based society.

The junzi is not a saint or a perfect being — Confucius never claimed to be one himself. The junzi is

someone committed to ongoing moral self-cultivation, who consistently chooses what is right over what

is profitable, who treats people with genuine care, who fulfills their roles excellently, and whose inner

character matches their outer conduct.

Qualities of the Junzi
• Practices ren (humaneness) in all relationships — genuinely, not performatively

• Follows li (ritual propriety) not out of fear of social judgment but because they understand its

purpose

• Chooses yi (righteousness) over profit in every situation

• Speaks carefully — their words match their deeds

• Is consistent whether observed or unobserved

• Remonstrates honestly with superiors rather than flattering them

• Is always learning and examining their own character

• Maintains equanimity in both success and failure

• Is 'catholic and not partisan' — fair-minded, not factional

"The superior man is satisfied and composed; the mean man is always full of distress.

— Analects 7.36"

"The junzi is not a utensil. — Analects 2.12"

This last quote is one of the most celebrated in the Analects. A utensil (qi) has one specific function.

The junzi is not trained for one narrow specialty — they are comprehensively cultivated as a full human

being, capable of responding to any situation with wisdom and virtue.

12. Zhengming — The Rectification of Names
One of Confucius's most distinctive and politically radical teachings is zhengming — 'the rectification of

names.' When asked what he would do first if given political power, he said: 'It would certainly be to
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rectify names.'

His logic: when names (labels, titles, roles) no longer correspond to reality, language breaks down;

when language breaks down, actions become confused; when actions are confused, ceremonies and

music fail; when ceremonies fail, punishments no longer fit crimes; when punishments are wrong,

people do not know where to put their hands and feet.

What does this mean in practice? If a man is called a 'ruler' but behaves like a tyrant — he is not truly a

ruler and should not be treated as one. If a man is called a 'father' but neglects his children — he is not

truly a father. Names carry moral expectations, and when people don't live up to those expectations,

naming it honestly is the first step toward correction.

Why This Matters Today Zhengming is a remarkably modern concept. When politicians

use language that obscures reality (calling war 'pacification,' calling poverty 'economic

adjustment'), Confucius would say the corruption of language is both a symptom and a

cause of moral collapse. Honest language is a moral act. This is why Confucius was so

careful about the words he chose in the Spring and Autumn Annals.

13. Tian — Heaven & the Moral Order
Tian (Heaven) in Confucianism is not the same as the Christian God — it is not a personal deity who

answers prayers. Yet it is not simply 'the sky' either. Tian is the ultimate moral force in the universe —

the source of the moral order that human beings are meant to embody.

Confucius spoke of Tian in moments of deep feeling — when his beloved disciple Yan Hui died, he

cried out 'Heaven is destroying me!' When he felt threatened by those who wished him harm, he said:

'If Heaven produced virtue in me, what can Huan Tui do to me?'

The Mandate of Heaven (Tianming) is the political doctrine that rulers govern legitimately only as long

as they govern virtuously. When a ruler becomes corrupt, Heaven withdraws its mandate — signaled

by natural disasters, famine, and social unrest — and a new dynasty rises to restore the moral order.

This doctrine justified both dynasties and revolutions in Chinese history.

vs. Taoism For Taoism, the Tao is the ultimate ground of reality — impersonal, beyond

moral categories, simply what is. For Confucianism, Tian is the ultimate

ground of moral reality — it actively endorses virtue and withdraws from vice.

Taoism's universe is amoral (beyond good and evil); Confucianism's universe

is moral at its core.
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vs.
Buddhism

Buddhism has no equivalent to Tian or the Mandate of Heaven. Buddhist

cosmology has many heavens and realms, but no ultimate moral arbiter of

political legitimacy. Governance in Buddhism is legitimate when the ruler

follows the Dhamma — but this is a matter of karma rather than a cosmic

mandate.
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PART THREE: CONFUCIANISM IN PRACTICE

14. Family, Filial Piety & Ancestor Veneration
Filial piety (xiao) — the love, respect, and care one shows to parents and ancestors — is the

foundational virtue of Confucian practice. Confucius said xiao was the root of ren itself: if a person

cannot love their own parents, how can they love others?

What Filial Piety Actually Means
• Caring for parents physically — providing for their material needs, especially in old age. In

traditional Confucian ethics, abandoning elderly parents was one of the gravest moral failures.

• Honoring parents' wishes and not causing them anxiety — but NOT blind obedience. Confucius

said children should remonstrate gently with parents who are acting wrongly, then accept whatever

the parent decides, but never abandon the relationship.

• Carrying on the family name and reputation through righteous conduct. Your character reflects on

your ancestors.

• Performing the proper burial rites and mourning rituals when parents die. Confucius wept openly

at the death of his parents and prescribed three years of mourning — one year for each year a

parent spent carrying and caring for the infant child.

• Ancestor veneration — maintaining an ancestral tablet in the home, making periodic offerings of

food and incense, and reporting major life events to the ancestors as if they are still present.

Ancestor Veneration — Is It Worship?
Ancestor veneration in Confucianism is not the same as worshipping a god. It is an extension of filial

piety beyond death — maintaining the relationship with one's parents and grandparents and

great-grandparents as a living bond. It expresses gratitude, maintains family identity across

generations, and models for children the kind of care they should give their own parents.

This became a famous controversy when Jesuit missionaries in China in the 17th century debated

whether Chinese Christian converts could continue ancestor veneration. The 'Chinese Rites

Controversy' lasted over a century — Rome eventually ruled they could not (1742), a decision that

devastated the Chinese mission. The decision was reversed in 1939.
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15. Education, Self-Cultivation & the Civil
Examination
Education is the beating heart of Confucianism — not education for career advancement but education

as moral transformation. The Confucian word for learning (xue) does not distinguish between

intellectual study and character development. You cannot truly learn if your character is not also

growing.

Confucius as Teacher
Confucius ran the first school in China open to students based on ability rather than birth — a radical

democratization of learning. He reportedly had 3,000 students over his lifetime, 72 of whom mastered

his teachings fully. He tailored his teaching to each student's character and needs — giving different

answers to the same question to different students based on what each one needed to hear.

"Is he not a man of complete virtue who feels no discomposure though men may take

no note of him? — Analects 1.1"

The Imperial Civil Service Examination (605–1905 CE)
The greatest institutional legacy of Confucianism is the imperial examination system — the most

sophisticated meritocratic selection system in premodern world history. Instituted by the Sui dynasty

(605 CE) and running until its abolition in 1905, the examination selected government officials based on

mastery of Confucian texts rather than aristocratic birth.

Candidates memorized and could fluently discuss the Four Books and Five Classics, compose poetry

and essays in classical Chinese, and demonstrate the moral reasoning expected of a Confucian

official. The examinations had three levels — local, provincial, and metropolitan — and the final

imperial examination was one of the most grueling intellectual tests in history, held in individual

examination cells for three days.

The system was genuinely meritocratic by the standards of its time — a peasant's son who mastered

the classics could theoretically rise to the highest levels of imperial administration. In practice, wealth

and access to tutors still provided enormous advantages, but the principle of merit over birth was

revolutionary and profoundly shaped Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Japanese governance for

over a millennium.
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16. Government & the Ideal Ruler
Confucius was fundamentally a political philosopher — his ethical system was inseparable from his

vision of good governance. He spent 13 years wandering from state to state precisely because he

wanted to put his ideas into practice at the level of government.

The Rule of Virtue (De Zhi)
Confucius believed that the most effective form of governance was rule by moral example rather than

force and law alone. He said: 'Lead the people with administrative injunctions and keep them orderly

with penal law, and they will avoid punishments but will be without a sense of shame. Lead them with

virtue and keep them orderly through rites and they will develop a sense of shame, and moreover will

become good.'

This is not naivety — Confucius was not against law and punishment. But he believed that a ruler

whose own character was upright would naturally order the state: 'The virtue of the superior man is like

wind; the virtue of the common man is like grass. Grass, when the wind blows over it, bends.'

The Confucian Ruler's Duties
• Model virtue in their own conduct — the ruler's private character is public business

• Select virtuous and capable ministers, not favorites or flatterers

• Provide for the material welfare of the people — food security is a prerequisite for moral

cultivation

• Maintain the proper rituals that bind society together

• Listen to remonstrance honestly — the minister who flatters is the ruler's enemy; the one who

speaks uncomfortable truth is their friend

• Govern by the minimum necessary force — heavy-handed rule is a sign of moral failure

vs. Taoism Both Taoism and Confucianism criticize governance by force alone, but their

alternative visions differ sharply. The Taoist ideal ruler governs through wu

wei (non-action) — so naturally and unobtrusively that 'the people say: we did

it ourselves.' The Confucian ruler actively models virtue, maintains rituals, and

teaches the people. Taoist governance is minimalist; Confucian governance is

engaged.

17. Ritual & Music — Why Confucius Cared
About Both
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Confucius's passionate concern with ritual (li) and music (yue) strikes modern readers as puzzling.

Why would a moral philosopher care so deeply about ceremony and songs? The answer reveals

something profound about the Confucian understanding of human nature.

Confucius believed that humans are shaped by their environment — that the forms we participate in

shape the feelings we feel. Ritual done correctly cultivates the proper emotional orientation:

participating in a funeral with the correct forms cultivates genuine grief; participating in a coronation

with correct forms cultivates genuine reverence. Ritual is not theater — it is moral technology.

Music, even more powerfully, moves directly to the emotions. Confucius was deeply moved by music

— he once heard a piece of ancient court music so beautiful that he couldn't taste food properly for

three months. He believed that the music of an era reflected its moral condition: harmonious, ordered

music reflects and cultivates a harmonious society; wild, chaotic music reflects and cultivates social

disorder.

"The Master said of the Shao music, 'It is perfectly beautiful and also perfectly good.'

He said of the Wu music, 'It is perfectly beautiful, but not perfectly good.' — Analects

3.25"

18. Women in Confucian Thought — History &
Critique
This is one of the most important and honestly difficult topics in Confucian philosophy. The tradition has

a complex and contested legacy regarding women.

The Historical Reality
Classical Confucianism reinforced a patriarchal social order in which women were defined primarily

through relationships to men: daughter, wife, mother. The 'Three Followings' (san cong) — a later

elaboration, not from Confucius himself — held that a woman should follow her father before marriage,

her husband after, and her son in widowhood. The Confucian examination system excluded women

entirely. Widow remarriage was discouraged. The ideal of female virtue (de) focused on chastity,

modesty, and domestic excellence.

What Confucius Actually Said
Interestingly, Confucius himself said relatively little about women specifically. The one direct reference

in the Analects is often cited as evidence of misogyny: 'Women and petty people are hard to deal with'

(Analects 17.25). Scholars debate this passage extensively — some argue it refers to specific court

women and favorites, not women in general; others accept it as reflecting his cultural assumptions.

Either way, Confucius's broader ethical framework — which emphasized moral cultivation for all
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persons — did not logically require the subordination of women, and later Confucian feminists made

exactly this argument.

Reform and Modern Confucianism
Modern Confucian scholars — particularly in the New Confucian school — have argued that the

patriarchal elements of historical Confucianism were cultural accretions, not philosophical necessities.

The core Confucian values of ren, yi, li, zhi, and xin apply equally to all human beings. Contemporary

Confucian feminists argue for a reconstruction that retains relational ethics and care for family while

rejecting gender hierarchy.
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PART FOUR: THE SCHOOLS & LEGACY

19. Mencius — Human Nature Is Good
Mencius (Mengzi, 372–289 BCE) is the second most important figure in Confucianism — so central

that the tradition is sometimes called the 'Confucian-Mencian school.' His text (the Mengzi) became

one of the Four Books.

The Goodness of Human Nature
Mencius's most influential contribution is his argument that human nature (xing) is fundamentally good.

All humans are born with 'four sprouts' — four innate moral tendencies that, if cultivated, grow into the

four cardinal virtues:

Innate Sprout Grows Into

Compassion/Empathy The sprout of Ren (humaneness)

Shame and dislike of wrong The sprout of Yi (righteousness)

Modesty and yielding The sprout of Li (ritual propriety)

Right and wrong discernment The sprout of Zhi (moral wisdom)

Mencius's famous demonstration: anyone who sees a child about to fall into a well will feel an

immediate impulse to save it — not from self-interest, not from knowing the child's parents, not for

social approval, but from a natural human response. This spontaneous compassion proves that

goodness is built into human nature. Moral failure comes from neglecting and starving these sprouts,

not from being born bad.

The Right to Overthrow Tyrants
Mencius developed the Mandate of Heaven into a revolutionary political doctrine: a ruler who governs

unjustly is no longer truly a ruler and the people have the right to remove him. When asked if it was

wrong to kill the tyrant King Zhou, Mencius said: 'I have heard of executing the criminal Zhou, but not of

murdering a ruler.' This proto-democratic idea — that political legitimacy flows from virtuous

governance and the welfare of the people — was explosive and has influenced political thought in East

Asia ever since.
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20. Xunzi — Human Nature Is Bad (and That's
Okay)
Xunzi (310–235 BCE) is the third great classical Confucian thinker — and he directly contradicts

Mencius on the most fundamental question. Human nature, Xunzi argues, is not good but bad: people

are naturally selfish, greedy, envious, and prone to conflict.

This sounds like a rejection of Confucianism, but Xunzi was not a pessimist. His point: precisely

because human nature requires correction, ritual (li) and education are not optional ornaments — they

are absolutely essential. A piece of crooked wood needs a straightening board. A dull blade needs a

whetstone. Human beings need moral cultivation from outside.

Xunzi's emphasis on external structure over inner goodness made him the intellectual parent of

Legalism — the rival philosophy that emphasized strict laws and rewards/punishments over moral

example. Two of his students, Han Fei and Li Si, became the architects of Legalist totalitarianism under

the Qin dynasty. Xunzi himself would have been horrified.

The Great Debate — Nature vs. Nurture in Chinese Philosophy The Mencius-Xunzi

debate on human nature mirrors the nature vs. nurture debate in modern psychology —

2,300 years early. Mencius says: people are naturally good; bad environments corrupt

them. Xunzi says: people are naturally self-serving; good education transforms them.

Neo-Confucianism (Song dynasty) ultimately sided more with Mencius, making his

optimistic view the Confucian mainstream. But Xunzi's emphasis on the indispensability of

education and ritual remained influential.

21. Neo-Confucianism — The Medieval Revival
After Buddhism swept through China in the first millennium CE, many Chinese intellectuals found

themselves drawn to its profound metaphysics while still feeling Confucian in their ethical

commitments. The Neo-Confucian movement (10th–17th centuries CE) was the response: a revival

and deepening of Confucianism that incorporated Buddhist and Taoist metaphysical questions while

insisting on Confucian social ethics.

Zhu Xi (1130–1200 CE) — The Great Synthesizer
Zhu Xi is arguably the most influential Confucian thinker after Confucius himself. He compiled the Four

Books, wrote the definitive commentaries, and developed a comprehensive metaphysical system built

on two principles: li (pattern/principle — the rational structure of all things) and qi (vital force/matter —

the dynamic energy that actualizes pattern). Everything that exists has both. The sage cultivates the
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mind to bring its li into full clarity — 'the investigation of things.'

Wang Yangming (1472–1529 CE) — The Intuitive Response
Wang Yangming rejected Zhu Xi's emphasis on extensive study of external things, arguing instead that

moral knowledge is innate and immediate: 'knowing and doing are one.' You cannot truly know what is

right without also doing it — if you know and don't act, you don't truly know. His school (the School of

Mind/Heart) emphasized direct moral intuition over book learning and had enormous influence in

Japan, where it inspired the Samurai code and later contributed to the Meiji Restoration.
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22. New Confucianism & Confucianism Today
Confucianism was nearly destroyed by the May Fourth Movement (1919) and violently suppressed

during China's Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), when Confucian temples were ransacked and

scholars persecuted. Yet it has shown extraordinary resilience.

New Confucianism (Xin Rujia) emerged in the 20th century as scholars like Xiong Shili, Tang Junyi,

Mou Zongsan, and Tu Weiming sought to reconstruct Confucianism in dialogue with Western

philosophy — preserving its relational ethics and self-cultivation while engaging with democracy,

human rights, and modern science.

Today Confucianism is experiencing a major revival in China, where the government promotes

'Confucian values' (though critics note this is selectively used to justify social harmony and hierarchy

over dissent). Confucian academies (shuyuan) are reopening across China, Korea, and Taiwan.

Scholars worldwide debate Confucianism's relevance to environmental ethics, medical ethics, political

philosophy, and global dialogue.

The 'Asian Values' Debate In the 1990s, several East Asian leaders (Lee Kuan Yew of

Singapore, Mahathir of Malaysia) argued that Confucian 'Asian values' — social harmony,

deference to authority, collective over individual — justified authoritarian governance better

than Western liberal democracy. This was sharply contested by scholars who argued it

misrepresented Confucianism (which contains robust traditions of remonstrance and the

right to overthrow tyrants) and served political interests. The debate continues.

23. Confucianism vs. Taoism vs. Buddhism —
The Three Teachings
These three traditions coexisted, competed, and ultimately interpenetrated across East Asian

civilization. Here is how they compare on the questions that matter most:

Question CONFUCIANISM TAOISM BUDDHISM

Primary concern How to live well with others in societyHow to harmonize with the natural flow of the universeHow to escape suffering and the cycle of rebirth

Human nature Mencius: good; Xunzi: bad — but both emphasize it can be cultivatedNaturally good — the Tao is in everyone; society corruptsNeither good nor bad — conditioned by karma and ignorance

The good life Fulfilling your relational roles with virtue and humanenessLiving in harmony with the Tao through wu wei and naturalnessFollowing the Eightfold Path; reducing craving and attachment

Role of ritual Central — li is the vehicle of ren and social orderSuspicious — elaborate ritual signals lost naturalnessImportant but instrumental — ritual supports practice, not an end itself

Society Affirmed — society is the arena of moral cultivationAmbivalent — simple communities, small states are idealUltimately transcended — samsara includes all social arrangements
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Afterlife Ambiguous — ancestors are honored but metaphysics is not emphasizedVaried — religious Taoism seeks immortality; philosophical Taoism is agnosticRebirth (samsara) until nirvana — well-developed afterlife cosmology

Ideal person Junzi — the noble person of cultivated virtueSage (shengren) — one who has merged with the TaoBodhisattva (Mahayana) or Arhat (Theravada) — liberated being

Sacred texts Four Books, Five Classics Tao Te Ching, Zhuangzi Vast canon varying by tradition (Pali Canon, Mahayana Sutras, etc.)

View of death 'Not yet knowing life, how can we know death?' — focus on this lifeDeath is a natural transformation — not to be fearedDeath is rebirth — the beginning of another cycle until nirvana

God / Heaven Tian — Heaven as moral force; no personal God worshippedThe Tao — impersonal ground of all being; no personal GodNon-theistic originally; deity-rich in Mahayana and Vajrayana

Founded China, ~500 BCE (Confucius) China, ~400 BCE (Laozi/Zhuangzi)India/Nepal, ~480 BCE (Siddhartha Gautama)
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24. The Analects — Selected Passages with
Commentary
The Analects (Lunyu — 'Selected Sayings') is the foundational Confucian text. Here are some of its

most celebrated passages with explanation of their depth:

Analects 1.1

"Is it not pleasant to learn with a constant perseverance and application? Is it not

delightful to have friends coming from distant quarters? Is he not a man of complete

virtue who feels no discomposure though men may take no note of him?"

Commentary: The very first passage — and it sets up three Confucian ideals: the joy of learning for its

own sake, the gift of genuine friendship, and the inner self-possession of the person whose worth doesn't

depend on external recognition. Confucius begins with joy, not obligation.

Analects 2.4

"At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning. At thirty, I stood firm. At forty, I had no

doubts. At fifty, I knew the decrees of Heaven. At sixty, my ear was an obedient organ

for reception of truth. At seventy, I could follow my heart's desire without transgressing

right."

Commentary: Confucius's autobiography in six sentences. The progression from deliberate effort

(learning, standing firm) to natural ease (the heart desires only what is right) describes the Confucian path

of self-cultivation. At seventy, doing right is no longer an act of will but of character.

Analects 4.8

"If a man in the morning hear the right way, he may die in the evening without regret."

Commentary: Truth matters more than life. A single moment of genuine understanding is worth more than

a long life of comfortable ignorance. This passage shows Confucius's ultimate seriousness — the Dao

(the Way of virtue and truth) is the thing most worth living for.

Analects 12.1

"Yan Yuan asked about perfect virtue. The Master said: To subdue one's self and

return to propriety is perfect virtue. If a man subdue himself and return to propriety for

one day, all under heaven will ascribe perfect virtue to him."

Commentary: This defines ren as the mastery of the ego in service of the social order. 'Subdue oneself' —

conquer selfish desire, impulse, and pride. 'Return to propriety' — act according to li, the proper forms that

honor the humanity of everyone in the relationship.
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Analects 12.11

"The Duke Jing of Qi asked Confucius about government. Confucius replied: Let the

ruler be ruler, the minister be minister, the father be father, and the son be son."

Commentary: Zhengming — the rectification of names — in four words. Society functions when each

person genuinely fulfills their role. The crisis of Confucius's era was that rulers were not ruling rightly,

ministers were not serving honestly, and family relationships had become transactional. Name the reality;

hold people to what their roles require.

Analects 15.24

"Zi Gong asked: Is there one word by which we may live all our life? The Master said:

Is not shu such a word? What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others."

Commentary: The Silver Rule — Confucianism's most compact ethical formulation. Shu means

'reciprocity' or 'consideration.' This is the foundation of ren expressed in its most universal form. Confucius

was asked for one word and gave one word: consider others as you would be considered.

Analects 17.25

"The Master said: Women and people of low birth are very hard to deal with. If you are

familiar with them, they lose their humility. If you maintain a reserve toward them, they

are discontented."

Commentary: The most contested passage in the Analects. Taken literally, it reflects a gender bias

embedded in Confucius's cultural context. Some scholars argue 'women' here refers specifically to

concubines at court. Others note it sits uneasily with the broader egalitarian thrust of Confucian moral

cultivation. Modern Confucians address it directly as a failure of application — not a failure of principle.

■ ■ ■
Kongzi yue — The Master said:

"To learn without thinking is labor lost. To think without learning is perilous. —

Analects 2.15"

May your study of this tradition deepen your relationships, sharpen your character, and give you a richer life

among others.


