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6 CONFUCIANISM

Preface
Almost from the start of civilization, more 
than 10,000 years ago, religion has shaped 
human history. Today more than half the 
world’s population practice a major reli-
gion or indigenous spiritual tradition. In 
many 21st-century societies, including 
the United States, religion still shapes peo-
ple’s lives and plays a key role in politics 
and culture. And in societies throughout 
the world increasing ethnic and cultural 
diversity has led to a variety of religions 
being practiced side by side. This makes 
it vital that we understand as much as we 
can about the world’s religions.

The World Religions series, of which 
this book is a part, sets out to achieve this 
aim. It is written and designed to appeal 
to both students and general readers. The 
books offer clear, accessible overviews of 
the major religious traditions and insti-
tutions of our time. Each volume in the 
series describes where a particular religion 
is practiced, its origins and history, its cen-
tral beliefs and important rituals, and its 
contributions to world civilization. Care-
fully chosen photographs complement 
the text, and sidebars, a map, fact file, glos-
sary, bibliography, and index are included 
to help readers gain a more complete 
understanding of the subject at hand.

These books will help clarify what 
religion is all about and reveal both the 
similarities and differences in the great 
spiritual traditions practiced around the 
world today.

Area where Confucianism 
is a major influence
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CHAPTER 1

CONFUCIANISM

INTRODUCTION:
THE MODERN 
CONFUCIAN 
WORLD

Worldwide there are about 6 million people who today call 
themselves Confucians. The majority live in Asia, more 

particularly east Asia, because the birthplace of Confucianism 
was China. Still, in Europe, in North and South America, and on 
other continents there are small numbers of people who identify 
themselves as Confucians. Most are of Asian descent. However 
Confucianism has an influence far greater than the number of its 
active followers would indicate. For more than 2,000 years Con-
fucianism was the dominant philosophical system of China. As a 
result, it infused all phases of Chinese life. It is reflected in China’s 
poetry and history, its government and social life, and the ethics 
that shaped society. Because Chinese civilization spread to Viet-
nam, Korea, and Japan, elements of Confucianism can also be 
found in the cultures of those countries. Although few Japanese 
would call themselves Confucians, the values of Confucianism 
still exist in modern Japan. The same is true of Vietnam, North 
and South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore. Even the 

A street scene in Suzhou, China. Confucian principles are still 
influential in the relationships between family members, 
citizens and government, and in the underlying principles 
that shape and maintain good relations within communities. 
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10 CONFUCIANISM

People’s Republic of China, whose Communist government repu-
diated the nation’s Confucian past, cannot escape its infl uence.

WhaT is ConfuCianism?
Confucianism is a system of thought based on the teachings of 
Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 b.c.e. If only one word 
were to be used to summarize the Chinese way of life for the last 
2,000 years, that word would be Confucian. No other person has 
had as great an effect on the life and thought of China as Con-
fucius. He is the most revered person in Chinese history and is 
accorded such titles as Sage of All Time and First Teacher. Though 
he is called Confucius throughout most of the world, that name 
is actually the Latinized form of his Chinese name, Kong Fuzi, or 
Master Kung.

WisDom of THE PAsT
For himself Confucius claimed no great originality. Instead he 
looked to a past era that he saw as a golden age. He told a disciple, 
“I transmit but I do not create. I am sincerely fond of the ancient. 
I would compare myself to our Old Peng who was fond of talking 
about the good old days.” Confucius served as a creative trans-

mitter of the wisdom of the past. From 
his study of Chinese tradition, he gleaned 
the teachings that would infl uence China 
throughout time to the present.

oRDER AnD HARmony 
Despite the fact that Confucius lived during 
the troubled times leading up to the War-
ring States Period (476–221 b.c.e.), a time 
of turmoil when feudal states were con-
tending with each other for dominance, 
his philosophy emphasized the ideals of 
order and harmony. Central to Confucian-
ism is the idea that people should live in 
harmony, both with each other and with 

The	Golden	Rule

Confucius taught a moral code based 
on ethics, humanity, and love. One 
day a disciple asked Confucius, “Is 
there one word that should cover 
the whole duty of man?” To this 
question Confucius replied: “Fellow-
feeling, perhaps, is that word. Do 
not do to others what you would not 
wish them to do to you.” Thus, from 
very early times, this “golden rule” 
became an important part of Chinese 
thought.
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No portraits of Confucius exist from his lifetime. 
However, this 19th-century Korean manuscript 
shows Confucius in the robes that he wore according 
to ancient tradition.  A similar style of folded robes is 
still worn for Confucian rituals and ceremonies. 

Introduction: The Modern Confucian World
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nature. To attain those goals Confucius 
advocated a system of interpersonal rela-
tionships and good government. The sys-
tem had a hierarchy, with age favored over 
youth and the only equals were friends.

To Confucius government service was 
the highest calling of all, because good 
government would bring happiness to 
all people. “The gentleman fi rst practices 
what he preaches and then preaches what 
he practices,” he said. Furthermore Con-

fucius believed that through education anyone could reach the 
high standard of a gentleman.

THE fAmily uniT
In China the basic unit of society was the family. The family served 
as an economic, social, and political unit, since family members 
participated as a group in those areas of life. The family was the 
natural environment for moral training and the bridge between 
the individual and society. Confucius taught that it was within 
the family that the individual fully achieved his or her human 
potential. 

Confucius stressed the duties and obligations of each family 
member and believed that each should act according to his or 
her particular role. Of the fi ve human relationships, according 
to Confucius three were within the family: father/son, husband/
wife, and older brother/younger brother. (Note that Confucius 
viewed the family as a patriarchal institution. He did not include 
mother/daughter or older sister/younger sister in his basic human 
relationships.) The other two relationships were friend/friend 
and ruler/subject. 

The strongest of those relationships was that of father and 
son. The son owed respect and obedience to his father to a much 
greater degree than was required in European civilization. As an 
adult the son was required to pay the utmost honor to his father, 
even after the father’s death. Then the son was responsible for 

Five	Virtues

Confucius taught his disciples to 
be gentlemen. In his philosophy a 
gentleman was a person who had 
developed the fi ve virtues of courtesy, 
magnanimity, good faith, diligence, 
and kindness; and a man with those 
qualities should employ them in 
governing the state.
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Relationships within the 
family unit were central 
to Confucian teachings. 
Respect for the elderly was 
part of this structure and 
is a Confucian value that 
still remains important in 
the cultures of east Asian 
nations. 

offering sacrifices to his father’s spirit. Known as filial piety, this 
duty to father became deeply ingrained in Chinese civilization. 
In return the father was expected to provide for his family. Simi-
larly, children were also expected to show filial respect to their 
mother. The strength of the parents’ authority was demonstrated 
when they arranged marriages for their children—a decision in 
which the children themselves had no say.

Confucius stressed the hierarchical nature of human relation-
ships. Of the five relationships, only one was between equals—
that between friend and friend. Age was favored over youth; thus 
younger brothers were subservient to elder brothers.

PosiTion of WomEn
A wife was subservient to a husband. In childhood a young girl 
was duty bound to obey her father. When she married she entered 
into the family of her husband. She was expected to obey and 
serve both her husband and his parents. It was only when her own 

Introduction: The Modern Confucian World
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sons married that she would have power 
over someone else: her daughters-in-law. 

RulER AnD suBJECT RElATionsHiPs
The teachings of Confucius were directed 
particularly toward government. The last 
of the fi ve relationships was that between 
ruler and subject. Just as the son owed loy-
alty and obedience to his father, so did the 
subject owe the same respect to the ruler. 
Indeed the state, the nation, was seen as an 
expanded family. The emperor was regard-
ed as the “father and mother” of his peo-
ple. He offered sacrifi ces to heaven for the 
good of the people, the land, and all crea-
tures under heaven. Aptly, the emperor’s 
offi cial title was Son of Heaven. Centuries 
after his death in 479 b.c.e. Confucius’s 
philosophy became the offi cial doctrine of 
the Chinese government. One of the many 

duties an emperor had toward his people was that of carrying out 
the rites that had been codifi ed by Confucius.

founDATions of EDuCATion 
After Confucianism became a state religion in 136 b.c.e. it formed 
the basis of the Chinese education system for 2,000 years. Confu-
cius had said: “Study as if you were never to master it, as if in fear 
of losing it.” No people were ever given greater incentive to study, 
for the one way to attain power and infl uence was through gov-
ernment service. And it was through state-run examinations that 
a young man could win appointment to a government post. So 
important was this that any child who showed promise was set 
aside by the family for intensive teaching and training. Families 
even built special “scholar towers” where the student was locked 
in day after day, year after year. The family and village invested in 
the possibility of his success, for from that fortune fl owed.

Kinship

Francis L. K. Hsu, a Chinese-
American scholar, wrote: 

The Chinese way in kinship gave the 
individual a great sense of security and 

the wherewithal to deal with the problems 
he faced in the world. Women who were 

not beautiful did not need to frequent 
lonely-hearts clubs. Their marital 

destinies were assured by their parents. 
Men who just hoped to get through life 

with minimum effort did not have to seek 
their own identity and make a world of 

their own. If their parents were not poor, 
all they had to do was to take advantage 

of the shadow of their ancestors.

(In Francis L. K. Hsu, The Challenge of 
the American Dream.)
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Over the years a system of examinations was developed that 
emphasized the student’s knowledge of Confucian thought. 
There was no greater prize than to pass those examinations. 
Great scholars were honored as the superheroes of sports are 
revered in the United States. Not only the student but also his 
family and village shared in the honor. A successful candidate 
was allowed to raise a fl agpole in his courtyard and display a ban-
ner describing his triumph. Even more important, wealth, honor 
and status followed, not just for the successful candidate but also 
for the family and village. The examinations were open to most 
males regardless of class, although the years of study required to 
pass them meant that most candidates came from the wealthier 
families. Still, China offered a career for the academically talent-
ed, which meant that the brightest individuals were in fact the 
offi cials of the government. These scholar-offi cials, or mandarins 
as they were known, commanded greater respect and prestige 
than any other group in China. 

Confucianism was a force for unity and stability in China. Over 
China’s long history its ruling dynasties rose and fell, but Confu-
cianism remained the social and governmental ideal. Through-
out the vast territory of the Chinese empire scholars studied the 
same books and shared a common legacy. Although Confucian-
ism developed and changed, certain core ideals remained and 
became a stabilizing force for Chinese civilization.

THE THREE REligions
Throughout much of their history the 
Chinese have practiced and been infl u-
enced by Daoism and Buddhism as well 
as Confucianism—faiths that they often 
combine in different ways.

DAoism
Other than Confucianism Daoism is the 
most important native philosophy of Chi-
na. Its legendary founder was Laozi, who, 

In	Essence

The Dao pours out everything into life
It is a cornucopia that never runs dry

It is the deep source of everything
It is nothing and yet in everything

(In Man-Ho Kwok, Martin Palmer, 
and Jay Ramsay, Tao Te Ching.)

Introduction: The Modern Confucian World
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according to tradition, was an older con-
temporary of Confucius. A well-known 

Chinese legend describes the two men 
meeting. In many ways the two beliefs 
complement each other, fulfi lling the 
opposite sides of the Chinese char-
acter. In contrast to the offi cial and 
public nature of Confucianism, Dao-
ism stresses mysticism and the world 

of the spirit. Daoism appeals to the 
carefree side of life, the importance of 

unconventionality, and a desire for long 
life or even immortality. Daoism teaches 
that it is better to “go with the fl ow” of 
events than to be consumed by worldly 
ambition; most human effort was to no 
avail anyway. 

Many a Chinese scholar was Confucian 
in his public career, but in private life or in 
retirement he might explore the truths of 
Daoism.

BuDDHism
The other major religion of China is Bud-
dhism. It came to China from India in the 
fi rst century of the common era. China 
and India were very different in terms of 
their history and culture, yet Buddhism 
found fertile ground in China. Its teach-
ings of mercy and salvation for all beings 
struck a responsive chord. By the time it 
became established Buddhism had taken 
on Chinese customs and beliefs and its 
character became distinctively Chinese. 
Over the years it would, in turn, infl uence 
Confucianism and Daoism. 

ThE ThrEE TraDiTions

Of the three faiths Confucianism has 
perhaps had the greatest infl uence 

on everyday life during the long span of 
Chinese civilization. Because it became 
the state philosophy its values became 
deeply rooted in the ruling class. The man-
darin, or government scholar-offi  cial, had 
to learn Confucianism to pursue his career, 
no matter what other religious beliefs he 
practiced in private. Confucian learning 
was also diff used at a popular level by 
local government. Thus, although both 
Buddhism and Daoism were very popular 
and infl uential during certain periods of 
Chinese history, Confucianism remained 
the most important of the three.

Carving of Laozi, Buddha, and Confucius tasting sake, 
a Japanese fermented drink. There is no evidence of a 
meeting between these three great religious fi gures but 
they are drawn together to show the inter-mingling of these 
traditions within China. 
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is ConfuCianism a rELigion?
Some historians have claimed that Confu-
cianism is not a religion at all. They char-
acterize its system of ethics and values as 
a form of Chinese humanism. Confucius 
himself said little on strictly religious top-
ics. On being asked about the spirits Con-
fucius responded: “When still unable to 
do your duty to men, how can you do your duty to the spirits?” 
Some of the controversy over the nature of Confucianism is due 
to the fact that the Chinese view of religion is different from that 
of the West. The Confucian sees religion as a form of education. 

This does not mean that Confucianism is completely uncon-
cerned with the life of the spirit. Although Confucius believed 
that men should strive to direct their own destiny rather than 
allowing spirits to do so, he accepted many features of ancient 
Chinese religion. He advocated that when sacrifi cing to the spir-
its one should assume that “they were there.” Confucius prayed 
to heaven and promoted the ancient Chinese religious rites. He 
accepted the Chinese cosmic order that regarded heaven as a 
force in the affairs of humans. In addition, 
he endorsed ancestor worship, another 
important part of Chinese religious belief. 
Further religious features were linked to 
Confucianism when it became the offi cial 
doctrine of the state.

Confucianism in China thus had a 
unique aspect. It was both more than and 
less than a religion in the Western sense. 
On one hand Confucianism so deeply 
penetrated Chinese life in all its aspects 
that it became an integral part of being 
Chinese. On the other hand it lacked the 
formal structure and the personal, emo-
tional, and spiritual intensity of other reli-
gious institutions. 

Language

In the Chinese language one word, 
jiao, is used for the two words religion 
and education. To a Confucian, 
religion’s main purpose is to instill 
moral values in the person.

sagE To aLL gEnEraTions

Over time temples devoted to Confu-
cius arose throughout the country. 

Sacrifi ces were off ered to statues of the 
sage or to tablets with his name inscribed 
on them, more a form of showing respect 
than adoration. It would not be correct to 
say that Confucius was worshipped as a 
divine being or a god. As part of the tra-
ditional Chinese veneration of ancestors, 
Confucius was honored as the ancestor 
of the teachings of Confucianism. He was 
revered for his role as Sage to All Genera-
tions, though at a popular level this often 
became outright worship.

Introduction: The Modern Confucian World
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Chinese students studying 
at Tsinghua University. 
Confucianism placed 
great emphasis on study 
and learning and these 
Confucian values still remain 
strong in China. 

Yet Confucianism had other aspects very like those of a reli-
gion. In a real sense the emperor acted as the priest for the nation. 
As Son of Heaven, he performed rituals and rites directed to heav-
en for the good of the nation. So too the father in each home was 
the priest for his family. His role in the rites for the ancestors was 
essential. Moreover the Five Classics—five books of Confucian 
thought—although not necessarily considered divinely inspired, 
were consulted for their wisdom and studied with unequaled zeal 
and dedication.

ConfuCian VaLuEs
Because Confucianism was so tied to the imperial system, it lost 
its exclusive role in the 20th century. After the last emperor was 
overthrown, in 1911, China sought to modernize. The Son of 
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Heaven was gone but Confucianism was so ingrained in Chi-
nese life that it could not be so easily discarded. Modern Chinese 
thinkers and political leaders wrestled with the problem of how 
to adapt Confucianism to a modern state. Mao Zedong, the lead-
er of the Chinese Communists, identified Confucianism with the 
system he sought to stamp out. After the Communist victory in 
1949 Mao sought to uproot Confucianism entirely. Today, main-
land China again respects the values and ethics of Confucius.

Outside China, Chinese peoples and the civilizations influ-
enced by China still revere Confucius in various ways. In modern 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore, with their primarily Chinese 
populations, Confucius is held in high regard. And in Vietnam, 
Korea, and Japan Confucian ethics and ideals remain part of the 
cultural values.

Introduction: The Modern Confucian World
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CONFUCIUS 
AND HIS TIME

CHAPTER 2

A ccording to legend Chengzai, the mother of Confucius, had 
a dream before her son was born. She saw five old men (rep-

resenting the five planets that were known to the Chinese) lead-
ing a strange animal. It was covered with scales, like a dragon, 
and had a horn protruding from its head. This Chinese “unicorn” 
knelt before Chengzai and spat out a piece of jade inscribed with 
the prediction that her child would be “a king without a crown.” 
Chengzai tied a ribbon around its horn. Later, when she felt her-
self ready to give birth, Chengzai went to a rock grotto (cave) by 
a mulberry tree. Chinese tradition says that two dragons stood 
guard and two female spirits sprayed the grotto with perfume. A 
spring then burst forth from the rock to wash the newborn. As 
Confucius was born heavenly music filled the air and a voice said, 
“Moved by your prayers, heaven has given you a holy child.”

The story of this heaven-blessed birth was added to the biog-
raphy of Confucius by devout followers long after his lifetime. 
Indeed, Confucius has at times been revered as a god. However 
his achievements need no mythical elaboration. He was truly 

The city walls of Qufu, the birthplace of Confucius in Shandong Province. This 
is the site of the Temple of Confucius, the cemetery of Confucius and the Kong 
family mansion, the name of the family into which he was born. Qufu remains a 
popular site for visitors and is listed by U.N.E.S.C.O. as a World Heritage Site. 
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one of the greatest men in Chinese history, and his teachings 
were heeded by emperors and common people alike for over 
two thousand years. Yet the real Confucius was only a man who 
looked around and saw disorder and misery. He wanted to do 
something to bring order—which he called harmony—to soci-
ety. Ironically, at the end of his life he thought of himself as a fail-
ure. However in the centuries since then he has become “a king 
without a crown.”

ThE Panorama of ChinEsE hisTory
China’s civilization was already old when Confucius was born 
about 2,500 years ago. The heart of Chinese civilization was the 
Yellow River basin. However the Yellow River is also known as 
China’s Sorrow because its frequent floods destroy as well as 
nourish. According to Chinese legend a series of sage-kings, god-
like rulers, learned to control the river with dikes and canals. The 
sage-kings also brought other tools of civilization to their people. 
One of the sage-kings, Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor, employed 
astronomers to study the heavens and develop a calendar. His 
wife was the first to learn how to weave silk from the cocoons 
of a worm that fed on mulberry leaves. Yao and Shun, two other 
sage-kings, were known for their wise rule and devotion to the 
people’s welfare. The last of the sage-kings, Yu, founded China’s 
first dynasty, or ruling family, the Xia, which ruled China from 
2100 to 1600 b.c.e.

Up to this point China’s history remains only a tradition, for 
archaeologists have found no physical evidence that points to 
the existence of a Xia dynasty. However, the dynasty that fol-
lowed, the Shang (ca. 1700–1027 b.c.e.), really did exist. Today’s 
archaeologists have found animal bones from this period, cov-
ered with the marks that are the earliest form of Chinese writ-
ing. Oracles, or prophets, foretold the future by placing bones in 
a fire and then examining them for cracks and other signs that 
could be interpreted. Archaeologists have also unearthed Shang 
dynasty bronze urns that are sophisticated works of art. The urns 
were used as vessels in solemn sacrifices to the gods, or spirits, in 
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Hu Kou Falls in the Yellow 
River. About 5,000 years ago 
the first Chinese farmers 
planted and tended their 
crops along the river’s banks, 
and it is the inspiration for 
many myths and legends.     

whom the ancient Chinese believed. The sheer numbers of such 
urns indicate that these sacrifices were widespread.

THE DynAsTiC PATTERn
The Shang dynasty was overthrown in the 11th century b.c.e. 
The new rulers established another dynasty, the Zhou dynasty. 
This set the pattern for Chinese history for the next 3,000 years, 
right down to the 20th century. Dynasties usually came to power 
through military might, and the early rulers were energetic and 
powerful. Over time, however—perhaps centuries, perhaps 
decades—the dynasty weakened. Rulers became corrupt and 
lost their ability to govern. Then a new family seized power, 
giving its name to the dynasty that followed. Though each new 

Confucius and His Time
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dynasty used force to take power, its lead-
ers sought to legitimize themselves by an 
appeal to heaven. Heaven was the very 
rough equivalent of the Judeo-Christian 
God, but heaven was not personalized as 
God is within the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion. Nor was it a pantheon, or collection, 
of gods like those in the Greco-Roman or 
Hindu traditions. 

THE EmPERoR 
The reigning emperor, the Son of Heav-
en, carried out certain religious rites that 
ensured heaven’s continued blessings 

on China and its people. The emperor’s right to rule was called 
the Mandate of Heaven. Sometimes heaven could make known 
its displeasure with the ruler through natural disasters such as 
fl oods or earthquakes. Rebels who sought to overthrow the 
dynasty often pointed to such events as signs that the emperor 
had lost the Mandate of Heaven. If the rebels succeeded in defeat-
ing the emperor’s forces, it signaled that the Mandate of Heaven 
had shifted to a new family.

THE TimE of ConfuCius: DEClinE AnD DisoRDER
By the time Confucius was born, in 551 b.c.e., the Zhou dynas-
ty was clearly in decline. The Zhou king controlled only a small 
area around his capital, Luoyang, where he performed the reli-
gious rites that brought the blessings of heaven on China. The 
rest of China was divided into a number of states, each ruled by 
a man with a title that can be translated as “lord.” These states 
continually made war on each other to increase their territory. 
Yet no lord was bold enough to overthrow the king and begin 
a new dynasty. Any who might have attempted to do so would 
have faced the immediate opposition of the other states. Thus 
the balance of power secured the Zhou king’s position—but his 
weakness made this a time of disorder and strife. The common 

maJor ChinEsE DynasTiEs

Xia  (legendary) 2205 B.C.E.–1766 B.C.E.
Shang 1766 B.C.E.–1122 B.C.E.
Zhou  1122 B.C.E.–256 B.C.E.

Qin  221 B.C.E.–206 B.C.E.
Han 206 B.C.E.–220 C.E.

Sui 589–618
 Tang 618–907 

Song 960–1280 
Yuan 1280–1368 
Ming 1368–1644 
Qing 1644–1911
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ThE uniCorn

The unicorn, known in Chi-
nese as the Qilin, is the 

mythological creature that plays 
a role in the legendary tale of 
Confucius’s birth and appears 
frequently in Chinese mythol-
ogy. This fabled creature has the 
forehead of a wolf, from which a 
fl eshy horn grows; the body of a 
horse; the legs of a deer; and the 
tail of an ox. Its colors are yel-
low, red, blue, white, and black, 
it drinks only water, and it never 
eats or steps on any living thing. 
In China, whenever a Qilin was 
sighted, the omen was good. It 
is said that the Qilin appeared 
when a just ruler was occupying 
the Throne of Heaven or when a 

great sage was about to be born. 
The animal symbolized a fair 
government, long life, and the 
birth of an illustrious person. It 
was also the creature that every 
member of Confucius’s family 
down to the present day saw as 
he or she left the house. It was 
painted on the main doorway 
to remind the family members 
that while they were part of the 
greatest family in China, they 
were not the imperial family. 
For just as the Qilin bows down 
to the dragon, so the family of 
Confucius was reminded never 
to challenge the right of the 
imperial family to be the fi rst 
family of the empire.

people were continually bedeviled by armies marching across the 
land. Lu, the state where Confucius was born, was small and par-
ticularly unfortunate in its location between several larger and 
more powerful states. The history of Lu, the Spring and Autumn 
Annals, records that Lu was invaded 21 times between 722 and 
481 b.c.e.

ThE arriVaL of ThE sagE
Confucius’s father, Kong Shuliang He, was the governor of Tsu, 
a small city in Lu. According to legend, the Kong family was 
descended from the Shang emperors through a younger brother 
of one of the rulers, although this legend may have been creat-
ed to give Confucius a royal lineage. Kong Shuliang He fathered 
nine daughters and a crippled son. As he aged he worried that 
he did not have a suitable male heir to honor him after his death. 

Confucius and His Time
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Each Chinese home contained a shrine to the family ancestors of 
many generations. The living head of the family regularly report-
ed to the ancestors on the condition of the family and, to ensure 
the ancestors’ blessing, made sacrifices to them. Only a male heir 
could perform those duties.

THE BiRTH of ConfuCius
Thus Kong Shuliang He sought a new wife to bear him a male 
child. He appealed to the head of the Yen family, which had three 
unmarried daughters. Father Yen asked his daughters which of 
them wanted to be Kong’s wife. Kong was already 70 years old, 
and the two eldest daughters remained silent. The youngest, 15-
year-old Chengzai, spoke up: “Our father has commanded us. I 
will obey. Why ask questions?” Her response is strikingly Con-
fucian in character, for respect for parents is a keystone of Con-
fucianism. Chengzai, as was the custom, was presented to the 
ancestors of the Kong family; now she had become part of that 
family. However, she feared that her husband’s age would prevent 
her from conceiving a child. She went to a temple on Mount Ni-
kyu to pray. According to tradition the plants and trees on the 
hill dipped their leaves to honor her. After the visit, she became 
pregnant and, in due course, a son was born to her.

Much of Confucius’s official biography was written down by 
Si-ma Qian, a Chinese historian who lived in the century preced-
ing the common era—nearly four centuries after Confucius’s 
death. Si-ma Qian was a careful historian who openly doubted 
the legend of Confucius’s birth. Even so his biography of Confu-
cius was necessarily influenced by hundreds of years of tradition 
and accretion. 

A moRE RECEnT insigHT
In attempting to discover the “real” Confucius most scholars 
today rely on the Analects, a collection of stories about the master 
that was written by Confucius’s disciples shortly after his death 
in 479 b.c.e. In form the Analects resembles the Gospels of Chris-
tianity. It contains Confucius’s discussions with his disciples—22 
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A  temple at the entrance to 
the Cemetery of Confucuius 
which lies to the north of 
the town of Qufu. Over 
time the cemetery has 
undergone many extensions 
to accommodate more than 
100,000 descendants of 
Confucius. 

disciples are mentioned by name, although tradition holds that 
Confucius had 3,000 pupils. However, modern scholars have 
found stylistic differences in the text that indicate that some of 
the stories in the Analects were composed later in Chinese history. 
Nevertheless it is the closest thing that will ever be available to a 
true picture of the man and his teachings.

ConfuCius’s youTh anD EDuCaTion
When Confucius was three years old his father died. As the wid-
ow of an official, his mother received a small plot of land to farm. 
Confucius helped bring food to the table by hunting and fish-
ing—though the Analects notes that he did not use nets or traps 
and never shot his arrow at birds nesting in a tree. He learned to 
drive a horse-drawn chariot. He loved music, played a stringed 
instrument called the se, and frequently accompanied his playing 
with song. In his own words, “When I was young I was of humble 
condition; that is why I had to learn to do many things.” From his 

Confucius and His Time
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ThE fiVE CLassiCs

• The Shijing, or Book of Poetry, contains 300 poems to be   
 chanted or sung.    
• The Shujing, or Book of History, contains documents concerning  
 the history of China from the time of the legendary emperors to  
 Confucius’s own day. 
• The Chun Qiu, or Spring and Autumn Annals, contains the 
 history of the state of Lu and covers the period from 722 B.C.E. 
 to 481 B.C.E., two years before Confucius’s death. 
• The Yi Jing, or Book of Changes, is a divination (fortune-telling)  
 manual containing a great deal of folk wisdom that is still 
 interesting to modern readers. 
• The Liji, or Book of Rites, consists of three separate ritual texts  
 and concerns the Zhou dynasty’s bureaucratic system and the  
 proper forms for many ceremonies, not only those performed  
 by the emperor but also those relating to ancestor worship, 
 appeals to heaven, and government and household 
 regulations and instructions.

earliest years Confucius had a passion for study. How he received 
an education, and who taught him, remains a mystery, although 
there were schools for boys of noble birth and Confucius may 
have attended one of those. Like other students of the time he 
learned from books made of strips of bamboo bound by cords.

influEnCE of THE fiVE ClAssiCs
Confucius later declared that music and poetry were two skills 
necessary for a complete education. He probably studied a col-
lection of 300 poems called simply the Shijing, or Book of Poetry. 
Some of these ancient poems extol, or praise, the ritual and rites 
of the rulers; others are love songs and descriptions of every-
day life; all were meant to be sung or chanted. The Book of Poetry 
became one of the Five Classics, all of which summarize the cul-
ture of China in Confucius’s time. By tradition Confucius edited 
all of the Five Classics into their permanent form and may have 
written parts of some of them. Countless later generations of 
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Chinese students had to study these works because of their con-
nection with Confucianism. 

Whether or not Confucius really edited the Five Classics is not 
important. They are significant because they formed the basis for 
his own teaching. Confucius studied these works and others and 
is traditionally credited with writing commentaries on them. His 
deepest wish was to do something to alleviate, or lessen, the suf-
fering and disorder in the world of his time. Confucius found the 
answers to his quest in his study of the past. 

The emperors described in the Book of History were wise and 
just rulers. Their subjects followed their examples, thus produc-
ing an era of harmony. For example the Book of History describes 
the Emperor Yao (ca. 2300 b.c.e.): “He was reverent, intelligent, 
accomplished, and thoughtful—naturally and without effort. His 
courtesy was sincere . . . The influence of these qualities was felt to 
the four quarters of the empire. Thus the states were harmonized 
and the people transformed. There was universal harmony.” 

HARmony AnD sinCERiTy
Two words, harmony and sincere, occur over and over again in 
Confucius’s teaching. Harmony—a state of affairs in which soci-
ety works well and all people are at peace with each other—was 
utterly absent from Confucius’s world, an era when people felt 
that strength lay in power and conquest. Continual warfare 
between states drained the resources of the rulers, the dukes, 
who imposed heavy taxes on their subjects to support their 
military expeditions and their own lavish courts, and who gave 
no thought to the welfare of their subjects. Sincerity was equal-
ly lacking. The dukes made a show of their devotion to heaven 
and their ancestors, but their personal lives—dissolute, pleasure 
seeking, corrupt—clearly demonstrated that their respect for tra-
ditional values was merely superficial and  performed for effect 
without carrying sincere intentions. Over and over dukes made 
treaties that contained solemn vows to ancestors and to heaven. 
As soon as it became politically advantageous to do so, however, 
they swiftly broke those treaties. Family ties among the dukes 
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Monument in Qufu, the 
town where Confucius lived. 
The monument is topped 
by a sculpture of two round 
coins with a square center 
which was the classical 
shape of coins for more than 
2,000 years from the third 
century b.c.e.. The round 
shape of the coin represents 
heaven and the square 
shape represents Earth. 

were as easily broken. Younger brothers plotted against elder 
brothers, sons against fathers.

In his early years Confucius was appointed to the post of tax 
collector. He supervised the collection of farmers’ rice and grain, 
making sure that it was properly stored. Yet his post only made 
him more keenly aware of how much the people suffered under 
the existing system. He saw other officials take bribes; he saw 
families go hungry because taxes were paid with the food they 
had grown.
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ConfuCius BEgins To TEaCh
What could one man, without wealth or 
military power, do to change this world of 
disorder? Confucius founded a school. He 
gathered around him young men of talent 
and ability and began to train them. His 
goal was to make them chun tzu, which can 
loosely be translated as “gentlemen.” He 
believed that these students, his disciples, 
could in time change society by serving 
as offi cials in the government. Confucius 
gave his students practical teaching in the 
six arts—rituals, writing, music, archery, 
chariot driving, and mathematics. Howev-
er his greater concern was to produce men 
of character who, by their example, would 
change society.

CoRRECT BEHAVioR
Remarkably for his time, Confucius 
allowed even those of humble birth into 
his circle of students. His only requirement was that a student 
demonstrate the proper spirit and ability. He felt that a man could 
become a chun tzu through education and by practicing fi ve vir-
tues. The fi rst of these was li, “correct behavior.” His models for li 
again came from the past. Confucius habitually wore an old-fash-
ioned forked headdress and a long-sleeved gown similar to those 
worn centuries earlier when the Zhou dynasty was young. Con-
fucius would not sit on a mat unless it was properly arranged, nor 
eat meat unless it was cut into precise squares. Those affectations 
caused some to ridicule him, but he felt that personal behavior 
was the fi rst step toward changing society.

fiVE ViRTuEs
The sage tried to exemplify the fi ve virtues in his own life. The 
Confucius who appears in the Analects is a warm, generous per-

The	Ideal	of	Ren

Confucius said that outward signs of 
correct behavior (li) were not enough. 
One must refl ect sincerity and inner 
spirit. In addition to li, Confucius 
emphasized four other virtues, the 
most important of which was ren, 
roughly translated as “benevolence” 
or “humanity.” Before Confucius’s 
time, the term ren was used to mean 
a ruler’s benevolence toward his 
subjects. In Confucius’s philosophy, 
ren became an ideal for all people 
to follow. In addition Confucius 
prescribed the virtues of yi,prescribed the virtues of yi,prescribed the virtues of  “honesty” 
or “uprightness”; zhi, “knowledge” (in 
the sense of moral wisdom); and xin, 
“faithfulness” or “integrity.” These 
fi ve virtues became the basic ideals of 
Confucianism.

Confucius and His Time
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son. He taught through discussion and example. When students 
argued with him, he frequently admitted that he was wrong, stat-
ing, “You think I know a great deal? I don’t.” Apparently he was 
not a powerful speaker and in fact distrusted those who sought 
to influence others by force of oratory, or speechmaking. This 
has been a tradition in Chinese history: The written word was far 
more important than the spoken word. 

At the heart of Confucius’s teaching is the idea that society 
works well (harmoniously) when each person understands his or 
her proper role and acts accordingly. Confucians called this the 
“rectification of names,” which is actually a very simple idea. As 
Confucius said, “Let the ruler be a ruler and the subject a subject. 
Let the father be a father and the son a son.” In this way there 
would be harmony.

A sculpture of a Confucian 
scholar in the Cemetery 
of Confucius at Qufu. The 
descendants of Confucius 
have been buried here over 
a period of 2,000 years and 
by the late 18th century 
the perimeter wall reached 
more than 4.6 miles (7.5 
kilometers). 
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Confucius taught that harmony begins in the basic unit of soci-
ety, the family. Sons must show respect for their father. Younger 
brothers must respect older brothers. Wives must respect hus-
bands. The father must guide through example. Then the family 
would be harmonious. The family was a microcosm of society 
itself. In the same way subjects must show respect for their ruler. 
However, the ruler too had his duty—to treat his subjects as a 
loving father would. By doing so he would ensure harmony. This 
was Confucius’s prescription for the ills of his time. 

A RulE of JusTiCE 
Confucius found his ideal ruler in the Book of History. That man 
was the duke of Zhou, the younger brother of the warrior who 
overthrew the Shangs and established the Zhou dynasty in China 
in 1045 b.c.e.

When the first Zhou emperor died he left an infant son as his 
heir. Yet in striking contrast to the rulers of Confucius’s time, the 
duke of Zhou did not seize the throne for himself. He ruled in 
his nephew’s stead until the boy reached adulthood. The duke 
of Zhou governed his people with justice and mercy. He took 
care to protect widows, orphans, and others who were weak and 
helpless. Among the activities the duke declared as crimes were 
failure to sacrifice properly to heaven and the failure to serve the 
people well. It was Confucius’s greatest dream to find a duke in 
his own time who would rule as the duke of Zhou did. Confucius 
did not succeed. Some of his students did in fact gain appoint-
ments as officials. Through their influence Confucius was given a 
post at the court of the duke of Lu. However Confucius soon real-
ized that the duke did not sincerely want his advice and counsel. 
By that time Confucius had gained a reputation as a wise man, 
and the duke used him merely as an adornment to his court.

ConfuCius’s WanDErings
Offended and discouraged, Confucius left his home state when 
he was around 50 years old. Accompanied by some of his faithful 
students, he spent much of the rest of his life traveling through 
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A statue of Confucius in traditional robes 
in the town of Qufu, the birthplace 
of Confucius and the residence of 
his ancestors during succeeding  
generations. Confucius is often shown as 
an aged man to emphasize his wisdom.
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the neighboring states, looking for a ruler 
he could infl uence. Confucius wanted the 
power to put his ideas into practice, yet his 
unbending insistence on principle kept 
him from attaining that goal.

Confucius eventually found a great 
opportunity to gain infl uence. The state 
of Chin was in the midst of civil war. The 
duke of Chin was a puppet in the hands of 
a family that had seized power. Another 
family had raised a rebellion and invited 
Confucius to join them. Confucius was  
tempted, for he would have a chance to 
guide affairs if the rebellion was success-
ful. One of his followers chastised him 
for wanting to join the rebellious family, 
pointing out that the legal duke backed the other side and Con-
fucius taught that a ruler must be honored. Confucius replied, 
“There may be something in what you say. However is it not also 
said that there are some things so hard that no grinding will wear 
them down? Am I a bitter gourd fi t only to hang up out of the 
way, not good enough to eat?” (The bitter gourd fruit is soft and 
edible when young but tough and unpleasantly bitter when ripe.) 
In the end he declined the offer. Clearly Confucius was frustrat-
ed at his failure to obtain a high post. On another occasion he 
said, “If there were someone who would employ me, in one year 
I would make progress; in three years I would succeed.” Yet no 
offer ever seemed sincere enough, no ruler virtuous enough.

During his wanderings Confucius visited Luoyang, the capital 
of the Zhou dynasty. There, according to legend, he met the other 
great sage of China—Laozi, the founder of Daoism. Laozi was the 
archivist in the royal palace, the walls of which were decorated 
with scenes from Chinese history. Confucius pointed to pictures 
showing the wise and just duke of Zhou. “Here,” Confucius said, 
“we see how the Zhous became great. As in a mirror, we read the 
reason for the present in the past.”

ThE imPorTanCE of sinCEriTy

Once Confucius turned down an off er 
of a government position because 

he felt the ruler was not sincere. One of 
Confucius’s students criticized his refusal. 
The student compared Confucius’s ability 
to a precious jewel. “Should I keep such a 
jewel stored away in a case,” the student 
asked, “or should I seek a good price and 
sell it?” Confucius replied, “Sell it, by all 
means. I, you see, am just waiting for the 
price.”  The price was, of course, a ruler 
who would sincerely seek his advice and 
act on it.

Confucius and His Time
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However Laozi told Confucius, “The bones of all those of 
whom you speak have crumbled into dust; only their words 
remain. When the wise man finds work to occupy him, he travels 
in a chariot; otherwise he walks . . . I have heard it said that a good 
merchant carefully conceals his goods and acts as if he had noth-
ing, and that a perfect sage makes himself appear a fool. Put aside 
your arrogant manner and your . . . excessive ambitions. None of 
that is of any use to you.”

An orchid in flower. Confucius died in 479 b.c.e., thinking himself a failure. He called himself the 
“hidden orchid,” which blooms where no one can see it. Yet he had taught better than he knew. 
For three years after his death his students remained in mourning at his tomb—a tomb that is 

still visited 25 centuries later. Confucius’s pupils then set out on the task he had given 
them: to change the world. They succeeded. No Chinese person has influenced the lives of 

more people than the man his pupils called Master Kong.   
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ThE hiDDEn orChiD
In the year 484 b.c.e. Confucius received an invitation to return 
home to Lu. One of his old students, Jan Chiu, had earned the 
gratitude of the ruler by helping Lu win a victory against a neigh-
boring state. At Jan’s urging the duke agreed to give Confucius 
the honors he deserved. 

Though Confucius was 67 he was still vigorous, and at last he 
seemed on the verge of gaining a position of respect, if not power. 
However when Confucius came to the duke’s court he was asked 
how to make people pay their taxes. As a former tax collector 
Confucius was expected to have some ideas. Instead Confucius 
said that the people were only following the example of their 
greedy rulers. He declared, “The virtue of the ruler is that of the 
wind; the virtue of the people is that of the grass. The grass bends 
in the direction of the wind.” Naturally this response did not 
endear him to the court. He did not receive an official post and 
once more settled down to teach. However in Confucius’s later 
years he suffered a series of tragedies. His only son, who had dis-
appointed him by showing little ability, died. Confucius was also 
disappointed in the abilities and behavior of several of his favorite 
students. His most successful student, Jan Chiu, saddened Confu-
cius by acting more like a venal aristocrat than a Confucian chun 
tzu. Confucius told his students, “He is no follower of mine.”

Then Confucius fell ill. In a dream he saw himself facing the 
sacrifices that were made to the dead. When his students learned 
this they resolved to give him the honors he had never won. 
They dressed themselves as ministers of a great ruler and gath-
ered around his bed. When Confucius opened his eyes he said, 
“By making this pretense of having ministers when I have none, 
whom do you think I am going to deceive? Shall I deceive heaven? 
Furthermore, is it not better that I should die in the hands of you, 
my friends, than in the hands of ministers?”

Confucius and His Time
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A ccording to Chinese historians, after the death of Confucius his 
disciples “scattered and traveled about among the feudal lords. 

The greater among them became teachers [of rulers], or ministers; 
the lesser were friends of teachers of officials, or went into retire-
ment and were no longer seen.” The disciples of Confucius had to 
compete with other philosophers, for Confucianism was only one 
of many doctrines debated in China at that time. The intellectual 
ferment of this period gave it the name the Hundred Schools.

CriTiCs of ConfuCianism
One Confucian who repudiated Confucius’s doctrine and formed 
his own school was Mozi (ca. 470–ca. 391 b.c.e.). He attacked 
the Confucians for their excessive devotion to things ceremo-
nial. And it is true that while Confucius himself stressed that it 
was internal feeling that made the rites meaningful, some of his 
followers became obsessed with form and detail. Particularly 

THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF 
CONFUCIANISM

CHAPTER 3

The throne of the emperor in the Imperial Palace of the Forbidden City in the center 
of Beijing.  Built from 1406 to 1421 at the command of  Zhu Di (Emperor Yongle), the 
fourth son of the founder of the Ming dynasty, the construction of the Forbidden City 
required a workforce of more than a million people. Until 1911, the Forbidden City 
remained the palace and administrative center of the emperors of China. 
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irritating to Mozi were the elaborate burial rituals and the fees 
that Confucians derived from them. He made fun of expensive 
funerals: “The funeral of even a common man would exhaust the 
resources of his family. At the death of a feudal lord the treasury 
of the state would be emptied to surround his body with gold, 
jade and pearls, and fi ll his grave with bundles of silk and carts 
and horses.” 

The basis of Mozi’s philosophy was simplicity. People should 
seek only those things that could be proven useful for the good 
of society. People should clothe themselves adequately but not 
in various colors or fashions. They should eat plain food and live 
in simple houses. Mozi railed against music, which he believed 
held no usefulness and wasted people’s energies. He also criti-
cized Confucianism for its emphasis on family relations. Instead 
he advocated “universal love”—love for all people equally. Mozi 
had many followers during his lifetime and in the following gen-
erations, but his teachings were not destined to have a long-last-
ing effect on China.

    lAoZi AnD HARmony 
WiTH nATuRE

Laozi, the founder of Daoism, although 
older in years, was Confucius’s contem-
porary and reputedly the author of the 
Daodejing, the basic book of Daoism. He 
challenged the belief that knowledge and 
learning and a specifi c code of behavior 
would help people live in harmony. Laozi 
felt that people were naturally “good” and 
only needed to be left alone to stay that 
way. 

Daoists shared with Confucius the 
desire for harmony, but their emphasis was 
different. Confucius stressed social har-
mony. The Daoists emphasized harmony 
with nature and its underlying “greater 

Dreaming	of	a	Butterfl	 y

The Daoists would question whether 
or not people know what is real. The 
Daoist master Zhuangzi (369–286 
b.c.e.), one of the great literary 
fi gures in Chinese history, wrote 
about dreaming of being a butterfl y. 
When he woke he wondered whether 
he had really dreamed that he was 
a butterfl y or whether he was a 
butterfl y dreaming he was Zhuangzi. 
The Daoist affection for nature 
contributed to Chinese landscape 
art. It also provided a free-spirited 
alternative to offi cial life. 
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The Chinese symbol for Dao 
above the entrance to a 
Daoist shrine.  The Chinese 
characters that make up the 
word Dao represent the path 
or the way of the leader. 

reality.” The ideal of the Daoists was simplicity and a return to 
the state of nature. They felt that it was better to retire to a moun-
tain top or to go fishing than be the ruler of an empire.

A CollECTion of PARADoxEs
Daoist philosophy is the antithesis of Confucianism’s concern 
for morality and the good of society. It stresses freedom of the 
individual, encouraging its followers to be true to your own char-
acter. Human beings are part of nature and nature is what it is—it 
can only be distorted by trying to impose standards of right and 
wrong. Daoism’s advice can be summarized in a few words: Relax 
and enjoy life! However there is no point in striving to enjoy life, 
for striving is just another way of distorting one’s nature. Dao-
ism puts more stress on nonaction than on action. As one Dao-
ist paradox says: The emptiness within a pot is what gives it its 
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shape. It is best to accept whatever life has to offer. “Those who 
know do not speak; those who speak do not know,” according 
to the Daodejing. The thoughts in Laozi’s book are paradoxes that 
show the inadequacy of words at getting at ultimate reality.

Daoism developed into a popular religion based on the leg-
endary feats of Daoist sages who flew through the air and were 
immortal. Popular Daoism offered potions for a long life or for 
immortality. Special diets and exercises were developed that 
promised miraculous cures. Since Confucianism was silent on 
any idea of an afterlife, Daoism’s concern with these matters add-
ed to its appeal. Daoism would endure through the centuries.

ConfuCianism DEVELoPs
After Confucius the most important Confucian philosopher was 
Mencius (ca. 371–ca. 289 b.c.e.), the Latin form of the name Meng-
zi, or Master Meng. The two philosophers had parallel careers. 
Like Confucius, Mencius was a brilliant teacher and a disappoint-
ed government official. As a young man he had studied under a 
disciple of Confucius’s grandson, and he always lamented that he 
had not studied with Confucius himself.

Yet there was a basic difference in personality between the 
two men. Mencius was immensely proud of his aristocratic back-
ground. His mother, widowed early, devoted her life to seeing 
that his education was a good one. When she died he mourned 
and buried her with such elaborate ceremony that his own disci-
ples were embarrassed. Whereas Confucius often admitted to his 
students that he was wrong, Mencius was supremely confident 
in the truth of his teachings. Few were as skilled in intellectual 
debate as he was, and he made the most of it. He traveled with a 
large entourage and, through the force of his personality, intimi-
dated several dukes into supporting him and his followers for as 
long they stayed in their domains.

sCHolARs AnD RulERs
Even more than Confucius himself, Mencius was optimistic 
about human nature. He believed that people were born good. 
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ThE TEaChings of mEnCius

The teachings of Mencius contributed to the sharp division 
between physical and intellectual labor that became so 

entrenched in Chinese society in later centuries. The long fi ngernails 
cultivated by the mandarins, or imperial scholar-offi  cials, showed 
that they never did physical work. Mencius described the scholar as 
follows:

Dwelling in the wide house of the world, occupying his correct 
place in the world, walking in the great way of the world; when 
his desire for offi ce is fulfi lled, practicing his principles along 
with others; when that desire is disappointed, practicing them 
alone; riches and honors cannot corrupt him, poverty and 
mean conditions cannot change him, authority and power 
cannot make him bend the knee: such is the truly great man. 

(In H.G. Creel, Chinese Thought from Confucius to 
Mao Tse-tung.)

Physical labor—a farmer harvesting rice in the traditional manner with 
a water buff alo in Guangxi Province, China.
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As an example he pointed to the protec-
tive reaction that all people have to a child 
in danger. He urged his followers to seek 
“the lost child’s mind” within themselves. 
In Mencius’s view Confucian values were 
not externally acquired: “They are secure-
ly in us.” 

Mencius believed that it was every 
person’s duty to reach his or her potential 
through study. More strongly than Confu-
cius himself, he made the scholar his ideal. 
He boldly stated that the wise had a right 
to rule the physically strong.  

Mencius shared with Confucius the 
belief that the ruler’s role was essential 
to the good of the country. If his rule was 
inadequate, catastrophes both human and 

natural would result. Mencius emphasized the ruler’s duty to 
ensure the welfare of the governed. When the ruler failed to meet 
his obligation he would lose his Mandate of Heaven, or right to 
rule. It would become the right or even the duty of his subjects to 
overthrow him. 

xunZi
Another Confucian thinker who lived after Mencius was Xunzi 
(fl . 289–238 b.c.e.). Xunzi was much more tough-minded than 
Mencius. In his universe nature and heaven were oblivious to 
humankind. Prayers had no effect. Whether the ruler was villain-
ous or benevolent could not infl uence the course of the planets. 
The Confucian rituals were important not to ensure the good 
order of the world but as an outlet for such human emotions as 
joy and grief. Xunzi had a completely different view of the innate 
nature of humans. He believed that all people were born with a 
tendency to be greedy and bad. The saving grace was that humans 
could be trained to see the good and then follow it. Rewards and 
punishments would help miscreants see the light.

The	Mencius

Mencius’s teachings  are set down in 
a book called, simply, Menzi, or the 
Mencius. Mencius fervently defended 
Confucianism against the other 
schools of thought of the day. One 
such school was founded by Mozi, a 
Confucian who rejected Confucius’s 
emphasis of family relations and 
advocated “universal love.” Mencius 
attacked Mozi’s followers for their 
doctrine of universal love. He 
believed that it was unrealistic not to 
put one’s own family fi rst. If one did 
not have special feelings for family, 
one could not love others.
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Shi Huangdi, the First 
Emperor, controlled a far 
greater domain than any 
previous Chinese ruler. From 
the name of his state (Qin 
was formerly spelled Ch’in 
in English) comes our name 
for the country. His burial 
mound was surrounded by 
thousands of larger-than-
life terracotta warriors that 
were discovered only in 
1974.  

Xunzi’s disciples developed the latter part of his thinking into 
the school of legalism. The legalists believed that the well-being 
of the state came before the individual. Acting as advisors of the 
state of Qin in the west of China, they encouraged the Qin king to 
wage war to increase the power of his state. The Qin ruler over-
threw the Zhou king, leaving no Son of Heaven to perform the 
sacrifices. Then the Qin armies conquered the rest of the states 
and spread Qin rule farther south to today’s northern Vietnam. 

THE fiRsT EmPERoR
In 221 b.c.e. the Qin king took the name Shi Huangdi, or First 
Emperor. Shi Huangdi’s legalist advisors enforced his decrees and 
laws by prescribing a series of punishments and rewards. They 
ignored the tradition of China’s past and declared that all actions 
must be done for the good of the state. 

Confucians criticized those ideas. In the Confucian view the 
ruler should guide through his own example, not by laws and 
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punishments. Confucius felt that the ruler’s actions must be 
done for the good of the people. Thus the legalists persuaded Shi 
Huangdi that the Confucians were his enemies. He responded in 
typical ruthless fashion. In 213 b.c.e. he ordered the burning of 
all books except those on practical matters such as agriculture 
and medicine. It is said that he also had more than 400 scholars 
buried alive. His reign was the low point for Confucians. 

ConfuCianism BEComEs sTaTE DoCTrinE
Shi Huangdi’s empire did not long outlast his death in 210 b.c.e. 
After a period of fi ghting, a commoner named Liu Bang seized 
power and formed the Han dynasty (206 b.c.e.–220 c.e.). Liu was 
a crude man who had little use for scholars. To show his con-
tempt he once urinated into a scholar’s hat. However Liu’s advis-
ers pointed out the uses that Confucianism could have in securing 
his power. Liu Bang’s most immediate need was to stop his rowdy 
warriors from destroying his palace during their drinking bouts. 
Confucian scholars advised him to reestablish the ancient rituals 
to bring a sense of decorum and dignity to the court.

With Liu Bang’s approval old copies of the Confucian Five 
Classics were retrieved from the places where they had been hid-

den during Shi Huangdi’s book-burning 
frenzy. The Confucians’ role as preservers 
and interpreters of the classics increased 
their power at the court. In 136 b.c.e. the 
Han emperor Wu Di proclaimed Confu-
cianism the state religion of China. The 
dream of Confucius—to be an adviser to 
a great ruler—was fulfi lled four centuries 
after his death.

CHinEsE CiVil sERViCE
A national university was established in 
Changan, the Han Dynasty capital, to train 
budding scholars in Confucian doctrine. 
The emperor tested the scholars on their 

ThE EXaminaTion sysTEm

The examination system had enor-
mous infl uence in China. Because 

people throughout the country were 
studying the same Five Classics, there was 
a common culture throughout the vast 
empire. To pass the examinations became 
the goal of every ambitious young man. 
Some students took the exams over and 
over, trying futilely to pass even into their 
old age. Close bonds were formed among 
scholars who had passed the fi nal exami-
nation at the Han Dynasty capital, Chan-
gan, in the same year.
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knowledge of Confucian thought and some of them were picked 
for government jobs. Now the Confucian teachings could be used 
as the master had hoped—to guide the official in giving advice to 
the ruler. In this manner the Chinese examination system began. 
Two thousand years before the West established a civil service 
system, China had its own civil service system based on merit; 
the examinations established a candidate’s qualifications. Over 
time the examination system would become virtually the only 
road to advancement in China.

THE foRCEs of yin AnD yAng
State Confucianism, the official form taught by Han scholars, 
was different from the original teachings of Confucius. Although 

The yin-yang symbol 
surrounded by the 
hexagrams of the Yi Jing. 
The yin-yang symbol is a 
circle divided by a curving 
line into two sections, one 
dark (yin), one light (yang). 
A small portion of the 
opposite color appears in 
each section to show that 
yin always contains some 
yang and vice versa. 
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legalism was now discredited many of its ideas could be found 
in Han Confucianism, such as the absolute power of the emper-
or. In addition, state Confucianism incorporated early Chinese 
ideas on the cosmos that had not been important to Confucius 
himself. The Chinese believed that the universe was constantly 
influenced by two opposing forces: yin and yang. Yin is a creative 
force, associated with attributes such as dark, feminine, and cold. 
Yang is a dynamic force whose attributes include bright,  mascu-
line, and hot. The two forces are constantly changing in power, 
yet each is necessary for balance. The symbol of this belief is a 
circle with a curve in the shape of an elongated S dividing the two 
forces. Within each section is a small circular area containing the 
opposing force, thus demonstrating that there is always some yin 
in yang and vice versa.

THE fiVE ElEmEnTs
Related to the yin and yang concept is the idea that all things are 
composed of the five elements—wood, metal, fire, water, and 
earth. Like yin and yang, these elements are continually influenc-
ing each other in the balance of nature. Wood is shaped by metal, 
metal is melted by fire, fire is extinguished by water, water is chan-
neled by earth, earth is broken by wood, which is shaped by metal 
. . . and so on. The number 5 had great significance in the Chinese 
view of the universe. Each of the five elements was identified with 
five colors, the five directions (the center was considered a direc-
tion as well as north, south, east, and west), the five principal 
grains, the five planets (those that could be seen without using a 
telescope), and so on, through almost every field of human expe-
rience. Using this intellectual foundation, Han scholars analyzed 
and categorized the world of nature to produce a cosmogony, a 
study of the evolution of the universe, to determine how all things 
should work in harmony, the basic Confucian idea. Then they 
could prescribe ways of correcting imbalances, or disharmony. 
Their discoveries were used in medicine, nutrition, agriculture, 
art, and literature. Because of their link with universal harmony, 
these ideas became part of Confucianism.
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ThE fiVE ELEmEnTs

The relationships among the Five Ele-
ments corresponded to many aspects of 

daily life and religious ceremony. Each of the 

               THE FIVE ELEMENTS
   
ASPECT OF     WOOD FIRE EARTH METAL WATER
DAILY LIFE 
Seasons spring summer  autumn winter 

Animals sheep fowl ox dog pig

Grains wheat beans panicled millet hemp millet 

Organs spleen lungs heart liver kidneys 

Numbers eight seven fi ve nine six 

Colors green red yellow white black 

Tastes sour bitter sweet acrid salty 

Smells goatish burning fragrant rank rotten 

Directions east south center west north 

Creatures scaly feathered naked hairy shell-covered
 
Beasts of  Green Scarlet Yellow White Black 
the directions   Dragon   Bird   Dragon   Tiger   Tortoise 

Virtues benevolence wisdom faith righteousness   decorum 

Planets Jupiter Mars Saturn Venus Mercury 

Offi  cers Minister of Minister Minister Minister Minister  
   Agriculture   of War   of Works   of Interior   of Justice 

The Development of Confucianism

elements had its “proper” counterpart in other 
categories. This chart shows some of the cor-
respondences of the Five Elements.
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Details of a headstone in 
the cemetery belonging to 
the family of Confucius in 
Qufu, Shandong Province. 
Performing correct funeral 
rites and honoring the 
ancestors were central to 
Confucian conduct. 

sACRifiCE To ConfuCius
Confucius had always been revered by his followers. His descen-
dants continued to offer sacrifices at his tomb in Li. In the Han 
period those sacrifices went beyond the ordinary ancestor 
worship that most Chinese families followed. The Book of Rites 
approved of public sacrifices honoring the great men of the past. 
Accordingly, now that Confucius’s doctrine was the state reli-
gion, Han rulers made him the object of devotions that took on 
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the trappings of a cult. Confucius was posthumously granted the 
title of Duke Ni, a title that passed to his descendants down to the 
20th century. In 59 c.e. the emperor Mingdi ordered that Con-
fucius be venerated in the schools. Scholars revered him as their 
patron. Mingdi himself made offerings at a temple that had been 
built at the ancestral home of Confucius. Over time the sacrifices 
of the state religion included rites to Confucius as well as to heav-
en, earth, many nature gods, and the imperial ancestors.

ThE ChaLLEngE of BuDDhism
During the middle of the first century of the common era Bud-
dhism was brought into China from India. It came in the form 
known as the Mahayana, or “Greater Vehicle.” Mahayana Bud-
dhism offered a means to the liberation from suffering through 
the practice of compassion, as taught and exemplified by “bodhi-
sattvas”—enlightened beings who would forego their own libera-
tion until all other beings had been liberated. Buddhism provided 
strong metaphysics and a sublime art, as well as the appeal of 
transcending material existence.

Buddhism was completely different from any of the tradition-
al Chinese philosophies. None had assumed the existence of any 
kind of afterlife. Buddhism, on the other hand, assumed an end-
less cycle of rebirth on the “Wheel of Life” and, if one followed 
the doctrine elaborated by its founder, the achievement of the 
state of Nirvana, or bliss. 

Buddhism introduced speculations about the ultimate nature 
of cosmic reality, heavens and hells that challenged the imagina-
tion, ages beyond imagining. Confucianism had concentrated on 
the nature of experience and was silent on the nature of invis-
ible powers. Buddhism had a sophisticated doctrine of karma, the 
effect of a person’s deeds during his or her existence that would 
determine one’s destiny in rebirth. Confucianism did not include 
the ability to gain rewards for a future life. Buddhism also had 
an order of monastic life that pledged its members to celibacy. It 
enabled women and younger sons to escape from the sometimes 
stifling Confucian family hierarchy.

The Development of Confucianism
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THE APPEAl of BuDDHism
The arrival of Buddhism posed a chal-
lenge to Confucianism. Mahayana Bud-
dhism’s ideas of a “Pure Land”—a spiritual 
level of existence inhabited by a panoply 
of benevolent buddhas and bodhisatt-
vas—had more popular appeal than the 
simple, rather strict Confucian ideals of 
harmony and virtue. Confucius had pre-
scribed a system of ethics as a remedy for 
the disorder of his time. Han emperors, 
seeing the advantages Confucianism held 
for their rule, had adopted it. For the ordi-
nary person, Confucianism provided a 
social framework and rites that honored 
the dead, but the founder of Buddhism 
had more directly addressed their suffer-
ings. The Buddha’s message offered the 
promise of transcendence and the reas-
surance that people could attain a form 

Chinese	Buddhism

As Buddhism became a part of 
Chinese life, Chinese varieties of it 
developed in its new home. Buddhism 
revered those who had attained 
the qualities of the Buddha and 
manifested the Buddha’s perfection 
in various human forms. Chinese 
Buddhists “adopted” Confucius 
and Laozi as manifestations of the 
supreme virtue and wisdom of the 
Buddha. Moreover, the importance 
of the family was stressed in Chinese 
Buddhism.

A statue of the Reclining Buddha in the Jade Buddha 
Temple in Shanghai. When the Buddha is portrayed in this 
reclining position it represents parinirvana, the stage 
before the Buddha fi nally attains release from the cycles of 
death and rebirth. 
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of salvation through the transformation of their own actions if 
they were motivated by compassion. This had strong appeal for 
the vast majority of Chinese, whose lives were filled with toil and 
who had nothing to look forward to but the solace of death.

After the fall of the Han dynasty in 220 c.e. China experienced 
more than 350 years of disunity. Buddhism spread rapidly. With-
out a central government the lure of government posts no longer 
impelled so many young men to study the Confucian Five Clas-
sics. Even Confucian scholars were influenced by Buddhism’s 
highly developed view of the purpose of human existence. Dur-
ing this time a new form of Buddhism, called Chan, developed 
in China, which incorporated the practical Chinese view of the 
world. Chan Buddhists believed that everyone had the buddha-
hood within himself of herself. Through discipline and medita-
tion each person had the capacity to achieve enlightenment while 
carrying on a regular way of life. This promised enlightenment, 
the goal of Buddhism, in this lifetime, without the need for end-
less rebirths.

DAoisT gRoWTH 
Daoism was also making inroads at the expense of Confucianism, 
taking on many aspects of Buddhism. There were Daoist orders 
of monks and nuns and Daoists had adopted many Buddhist 
forms of meditation. From the third to the sixth centuries, Bud-
dhism was the dominant intellectual and spiritual influence in 
China, followed by Daoism. Therefore, when the Chinese empire 
was reunited at the end of the sixth century, Buddhism and Dao-
ism were strongly entrenched. 

During the Tang dynasty (618–907) China experienced a flow-
ering of culture and philosophy. In the early days of the dynasty 
the model ruler Tai Zong set the tone for a vigorous policy that 
gave support to the three teachings of Buddhism, Daoism, and 
Confucianism. Tai Zong gathered a group of Confucian scholars 
at Changan to help him rule. He opened schools for the train-
ing of officials; the course of study included the Confucian Five 
Classics and commentaries on them. Officials trained in Confu-
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cianism headed the six ministries that controlled affairs of state. 
Personally the emperor favored Daoism, for he claimed descent 
from its founder, Laozi, himself. However, he also recognized the 
great influence that Buddhism had accumulated and so gave offi-
cial patronage to its temples and monasteries.

The emperor saw Confucianism’s importance to education 
and governance but felt that it ought to have a religious element. 
Thus in 630 he decreed that Confucian temples be established in 
every important town and city throughout his realm and gov-
ernment officials be required to make regular sacrifices in them. 
The temples contained tablets inscribed with the names of Con-
fucius and Yen Hui, Confucius’s  favorite disciple. In 647 addi-
tional tablets were placed in the temples, listing the names of 22 
famous Confucian scholars of earlier times. In the centuries that 
followed, the names of other scholars and distinguished officials 
were added to the list of those venerated in Confucian temples.

 inTERmingling REligious TRADiTions
At some point statues of Confucius were erected in the temples, 
making them more like those of Buddhism and Daoism. The 
distinguishing features of the three faiths became blurred. More 
and more images and tablets appeared in the Confucian temples, 
imitating the colorful paintings and statues of bodhisattvas 
in Buddhist temples. Confucius was treated as a divine being, 
with special sacrifices made to his tablet or image in spring and 
autumn. The great Confucian temple in Changan was the scene 
of the most elaborate ceremonies. The three highest imperial 
officials sacrificed an ox, a pig, and a sheep; prayers modeled after 
the songs in the Book of Poetry were chanted; and ritual dances 
and music modeled after ancient forms were performed. These 
rituals continued until 1530, when after much debate, the court 
ruled against this form of religious Confucianism and ordered 
the images to be taken down. Nonetheless the temples remained, 
along with the tablets containing the names of Confucius and 
many of his disciples and followers. This is the customary form 
of the Confucian temples that exist in cities all over the world 
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today—even in the Chinese communities 
of San Francisco and New York.

REAssERTing ConfuCiAn iDEAls
As government offi cials in the Tang dynas-
ty the Confucians acquired considerable 
power, which they used to attack Buddhism 
and Daoism. In the ninth century a Confu-
cian offi cial named Han Yu issued a call to 
“make the Buddhists and Daoists human 
beings again and burn their books.” Han 
Yu scorned the superstitious practices of 
the two religions and assailed Buddhism 
for its “barbaric origin.” He attacked the 
popularity of Buddhism and Daoism as 
harmful to the empire. Their monasteries 
attracted young men and women, taking 
them away from tasks that would add to the material prosperity 
of the state, and they became wealthy through the contributions 
of the faithful. They controlled large holdings of valuable farm-
land but they did not pay taxes on their land or crops, naturally a 
source of concern.

nEo-ConfuCianism
During the last years of the Tang dynasty Confucian thinkers 
began to reexamine their tradition. A new vitality came into Con-
fucian writing that would reach its apex during the Song dynasty 
(960–1279). By this time both Buddhism and Daoism had sunk 
deep roots, even within the traditionally Confucian scholar class, 
and both religions would infl uence the new thinking. This reex-
amination would develop into a philosophical system called the 
School of Li in China and Neo-Confucianism in the West.

 THE suPREmE ulTimATE
Neo-Confucianism did not come about all at once. There were 
many competing schools of thought, each of which accused the 

Anti-Buddhist	Campaigns

In the years 841 to 845 the 
government launched an anti-
Buddhist campaign, seizing the 
monasteries’ land and secularizing, 
or restoring to lay status, the monks 
and the nuns. According to one 
account 4,600 monasteries were 
seized, 40,000 Buddhist shrines were 
destroyed, and more than 260,000 
monks and nuns were driven from 
their religious refuges. Buddhism 
in China was never to recover from 
the persecution, though it remains 
popular to this day throughout 
China.

The Development of Confucianism
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others of being “too Buddhist” or “too Daoist.” Indeed, all did 
draw inspiration from the other two faiths, but they supported 
their philosophy with ideas from Confucian tradition. For exam-
ple the Neo-Confucians adopted the Buddhist idea that the uni-
verse is endlessly changing. However, they used the philosophy 
of yin and yang and the Yi Jing to explain this process. From the Yi 
Jing came the Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate. Neo-Confucians 
used the concept of the Supreme Ultimate to explain the origin 
of things in the universe. It became the basis of all later Chinese 
ideas of cosmology, or the philosophy dealing with the nature of 
the universe. The Supreme Ultimate is not the same as the God of 
Western religions. It is real but it is a force that produces yin and 
yang, which together infl uence the universe. Thus the Supreme 
Ultimate differs from the Buddhist concept of the Void, which is 
the ultimate peace of those who achieve enlightenment, or salva-
tion. Neo-Confucians also adopted the mystical diagrams of the 
Yi Jing to show the relationship between heaven and earth.

 ZHu xi
The most important of the Neo-Confucians was Zhu Xi, who 
lived from 1130 to 1200. As a young man Zhu Xi studied Dao-

ism and Buddhism but turned to Con-
fucianism. He passed the government 
examinations at the unusually young age 
of 19. Though his learning and thought 
made him respected, his ideas were not 
fully accepted until after his death. Zhu 
Xi believed everything has its own li, 
or essence, and its own chi, which is its 
appearance or substance.

The basis of his philosophy was li, 
or “principle.” Though the word is pro-
nounced the same as the li in Confucius’s 
original teaching, the characters in Chi-
nese are different. The li of Confucius is 
the equivalent of “correct behavior” or 

Zhu Xi’s inTErPrETaTion

Born in 1130, Zhu Xi’s version of Con-
fucianism brilliantly summarized the 

theories of philosophers of the earlier 
Song dynasty (960–1279). He wrote com-
mentaries on the Analects, the Mencius, 
the Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the 
Mean. The latter two were probably writ-
ten by people inspired by Mencius’s teach-
ings and were chapters in the Confucian 
classic Book of Rites before the school of 
Neo-Confucians raised them to a separate 
status. These four books formed the basis 
of Zhu Xi’s ethical philosophy.
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“ceremony”; Zhu Xi’s li was something much deeper. Everything 
that exists, said Zhu Xi, has its own li, its essence. However it has 
an appearance, or substance, called chi. A leaf and a flower are dif-
ferent because their chi is governed by different li. Though chi can 
be changed or even destroyed, li remains constant.

Buddhists taught that people accumulated bad karma through 
evil deeds. To obtain salvation people had to rid themselves of 
this bad karma by the performance of good deeds or by medi-
tation. Zhu Xi’s equivalent of bad karma was chi, which could 
distort and obscure the essential li. Zhu Xi firmly advocated the 

Zhu Xi conceived of a Great Li, or Supreme Ultimate, that he sometimes compared to 
the Dao of Daoism. The Supreme Ultimate was not God, but the essence behind all 

things. Places in China, such as the Black Dragon Lake Park in Lijiang, Yunnan Province, 
with the Jade Dragon snow mountain in the background—an area often referred to 

as Shangri-la—conjure up images of this essence.

The Development of Confucianism
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extension of knowledge, or the investiga-
tion of things, to rid oneself of chi. Zhu 
Xi likened “the investigation of things” to 
“dusting off one’s mind,” an idea that was 
similar to Mencius’s concept of restoring 
the “lost child’s mind.”  

Through this investigation, people 
could reach the fulfi llment of becoming a 
sage like Confucius himself. Becoming a 
sage meant realizing one’s essential iden-
tity and resisting the selfi sh desires and 
other unworthy impulses that are caused 
by chi. The sage does not become immor-
tal, however. When he dies, his reward 
is peace and rest. This is comparable to 
the Buddhist goal of becoming a bud-
dha through enlightenment. Indeed Zhu 
Xi sounds very Buddhist when he says, 
“If one could but realize that it is human 
desire that thus obscures his true nature, 
he would be enlightened.” We can also see 
the origins of this idea in the teachings of 
Mencius, who said that people were essen-
tially good.

Zhu Xi sought to bring Confucianism 
to a popular level by writing a manual for 
ritual and behavior that could be used by 

ordinary people. It became as infl uential as any Confucian work 
ever written and in later centuries was found in homes through-
out China. Zhu Xi had an infl uence almost equal to that of Con-
fucius himself. The commentaries he wrote on the Five Classics 
became the orthodox ones. For the next eight centuries candi-
dates for the Chinese examinations had to memorize Confucian-
ism as interpreted by Zhu Xi. Though the Chinese did not call the 
philosophy Neo-Confucianism, it was different enough to merit 
a new name.

ThE PoWEr of inVEsTigaTion

Zhu Xi’s philosophical investigations 
also had a more practical aspect. He 

called for rigorous study of the Five Clas-
sics and the objective world in which peo-
ple lived. Through investigation one could 
understand the essential li and learn how 
to act correctly. And this applied not only 
to the individual but to the state. Indeed, 
Zhu Xi often quoted his favorite text, the 
Great Learning, which describes the pro-
cess as follows:

The extension of knowledge consists in 
the investigation of things. When things 
are investigated knowledge is extended; 
when knowledge is extended the will 
becomes sincere; when the will is sincere 
the mind is rectifi ed; when the mind is 
rectifi ed personal life is cultivated; when 
personal life is cultivated the family will 
be regulated; when the family is regulated 
the state will be in order; and when the 
state is in order there will be peace in the 
world. 

(In Conrad Totman, Japan Before Perry.)
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 WAng yAng-ming
A Confucian thinker who challenged the 
teachings of Zhu Xi was Wang Yang-ming 
(1472–1529), who lived during the Ming 
dynasty. Wang had studied both Buddhism 
and Daoism and found insight at the age of 
36. It came suddenly to him, just as enlight-
enment is supposed to come according 
to the philosophy of Chan Buddhism. 
Indeed, Wang’s philosophy drew heavily 
on Chan Buddhist ideas. He believed that 
intuition was more important than study 
and investigation in determining the truth. 
Each person had far more knowledge than 
he or she realized; looking within brought 
forth essential goodness and wisdom.

Furthermore, Wang Yang-ming said 
knowing the truth was not enough; it 
was necessary to act on it. This echoed 
Confucius’s original teaching that follow-
ing proper form was not suffi cient—form 
had to be sincerely felt and shown in every 
action. Wang sought to make Confucian-
ism a practical philosophy in everyday life 
by emphasizing the link of thought with 
action. 

Though he accepted some Buddhist 
and Daoist ideas, he found Confucian-
ism superior. He condemned Buddhists for running away from 
the world’s problems instead of trying to solve them. Wang was 
infl uential among other thinkers of the time. As a teacher he had 
many followers. However his infl uence never overturned the 
new orthodoxy of Zhu Xi’s school. His ideas, however, became 
important outside China, particularly in Japan.

inVEsTigaTion of a BamBoo

Wang Yang-ming openly made fun 
of Zhu Xi’s call for the investigation 

of things. He wrote:

Everyone says that in investigating things 
one should use the method of Zhu Xi, but 
how can it actually be done? I have tried 
to do it. Formerly I discussed this with my 
friend Chien . . . I pointed to a bamboo 
in front of the pavilion and told him 
to investigate it. Day and night Chien 
meticulously investigated the principle of 
the bamboo. For three days he exhausted 
his mind, until his mental energy was 
overtaxed and he became ill . . . I took 
up the task myself and investigated the 
bamboo early and late, but still I could 
not discover its principle. After seven 
days I too became ill because of having 
worn out my mind. So we sighed together 
and said, “The reason we cannot be 
sages or worthy men is that we lack the 
great strength that is needed for the 
investigation of things.”

(In H. G. Creel, Chinese Thought from 
Confucius to Mao Tse-tung.)
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THE 
INFLUENCE OF 
CONFUCIANISM 
SPREADS

CHAPTER 4

Confucianism sank deep roots, not only in the national belief 
system of China but also in the culture of such east Asian 

countries as Vietnam, Korea, and Japan. This was a remarkable 
phenomenon, for unlike Buddhism, Confucianism had no mis-
sionaries, monks, or pilgrims. The symbols of Confucianism in 
action were the official and the scholar, and they rarely left Chi-
na. Moreover, the particular concerns of Confucianism were the 
family and the state. 

Confucianism spread to other east Asian countries accompa-
nied by the inestimable boon of Chinese civilization. The Chinese 
believed that their culture and learning were universal—open to 
all who would become civilized, not to Chinese people alone. 
The attraction of this culture was undeniable; it offered a writ-
ing system, sophisticated philosophy and religion, and arts of the 
finest quality. 

Confucian priests during a temple ritual in South Korea. 
Confucian values had a wide appeal in east Asian 
countries, offering a system of governance, philosophy, 
and religion and a high standard of cultural arts.   
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China’s neighbors eagerly embraced 
this culture. Educated people in Vietnam, 
Korea, and Japan could read and write, if 
not speak, Chinese. Communications on 
trade and diplomacy were in the Chinese 
language. The intelligentsia, or intellectu-
als who formed an elite, and the offi cials 
read the same Five Classics that were read 
in China, adding to the vast literature of 
commentaries on Confucian learning. 
Over time Vietnam, Korea, and Japan 
became imbued with the same Confucian 
values that shaped China. Their relation-
ship with China was likened to the elder 
brother/younger brother model of Confu-
cius’s fi ve human relationships.

ThE miDDLE KingDom
The Chinese called their country the Mid-
dle Kingdom and saw themselves as the 
center of the world. China had developed 
in spite of its isolation from the other great 
civilizations, and the early Chinese saw 
no people around their borders who had 
created any culture as great as their own. 
Those peoples who did not share their 
civilization they called barbarians. For 
centuries the Chinese believed that their 
civilization was alone in the world. Their 
attitudes framed their relationships with 
countries around them in what became 
the Confucian world order. The Confucian 
world order contained the same values as 
Confucianism itself. It was based on the 
understanding that heaven was rational 
and that the world should be ordered in a 

son of hEaVEn

In the Confucian order proper attention 
had to be paid to hierarchy. At the top 

of the hierarchy was China. Its emperor, 
the Son of Heaven, mediated between 
heaven and civilized people, or those who 
shared their civilization. (Those peoples 
who did not share their civilization they 
called barbarians.) In China’s dealings with 
other peoples there was no question of 
equality. Other countries off ered tribute. 
In return they were given presents (mak-
ing this exchange a disguised form of 
trade). The Chinese emperor invested the 
rulers of neighboring countries with their 
right to rule. In practice the Chinese rarely 
interfered with the way in which rulers 
conducted their own government aff airs.

A courtyard in a Confucian shrine in Nagasaki, Japan. 
Confucianism was gradually brought into Japan with 
visitors from China and Korea and it was under the reign 
of Prince Shotoku Taishi (576–622) that steps were taken 
to incorporate these new ideas, particularly in relation to 
government and education. 
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moral way to bring about order and harmony. These goals could 
be achieved by observing proper forms and rituals. This idea cor-
responded to the Confucian belief that performing actions cor-
rectly worked on the inner morality of humankind as well.

ViETnam
The ancient origins of the Vietnamese are enmeshed in myth and 
legend. Living in the region of today’s southern China and north-
ern Vietnam, the Vietnamese became part of the Chinese empire 
in 111 b.c.e., during the Han dynasty (206 c.e.–220 b.c.e.). Under 
the control of the Chinese for the next 1,000 years, the Vietnam-
ese absorbed much of China’s civilization—written language, 
forms of Buddhism, methods of government and social organi-
zation, and Confucian ideals. The written Chinese language was 
used for administration and education. In the first years of the 
common era the Chinese governor of Vietnam opened schools 
to teach the Chinese tradition, which included Confucian ethics.

ViETnAmEsE nATionAlism
Even with a strong Confucian presence the Vietnamese clung to 
their own identity. They kept their own spoken language. Per-
sonal habits and grooming—long hair, tattoos, black-lacquered 
teeth, and the chewing of betel nuts (intoxicating seeds from betel 
palm trees)—were different from Chinese 
custom. Although the Vietnamese fam-
ily was patriarchal, women enjoyed more 
freedom than their counterparts in China, 
or indeed in the Europe of the time. Both 
sisters and brothers could inherit the land 
of their parents. If a family had no sons, 
the daughters performed the ancestral 
rituals. 

The Chinese occupation of Vietnam 
instilled in the Vietnamese a fierce sense 
of nationalism. In 39 c.e. the Trung sisters 
led the first serious Vietnamese attempt at 

An incense burner and joss 
sticks in the courtyard of a 
Daoist temple in Vietnam. 
For a thousand years from 
111 b.c.e. the Vietnamese 
absorbed many elements 
of Chinese civilization 
as they were part of the 
Chinese empire. Modern-
day religious traditions in 
Vietnam often combine 
Daoist, Confucian, and 
indigenous beliefs. 

The Influence of Confucianism Spreads
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independence. Their successful rebellion established a kingdom 
that lasted only three years before the Chinese regained control. 
Other revolutions also ended in failure. In 938, however, at the 
battle of Bach Dang, the Vietnamese expelled the Chinese and 
ushered in a new era of independence. Over the next 500 years, 
Vietnam remained independent and was ruled by six different 
dynasties.

RElATionsHiPs WiTH CHinA
The Vietnamese developed a new relationship with China, that 
of younger brother. The Vietnamese emperor paid tribute to 
the Chinese Son of Heaven and was in turn given a seal to show 
his right to rule at home. Although the Vietnamese ruler called 
himself king when he wrote to the Chinese emperor, at home he 
gave himself the title of emperor. He was the Son of Heaven in 
the Vietnamese universe. The Vietnamese emperor adopted the 
ceremonies and rites of the Chinese Son of Heaven. Tattoos were 
banned, first on the body of the emperor and then among his sol-
diers. As in China, because Confucian knowledge was the route 
to a government career, Confucianism steadily gained adherents. 
Court officials discussed the concept of righteousness and the 
proper way to show concern for public order.

The Vietnamese government developed a Confucian-trained 
civil service. In 1070 a temple of Confucius was built in Hanoi, 
the capital. Five years later the first civil service examinations 
were held there. These exams, held every three years for the next 
844 years, required years of study and a thorough absorption of 
Chinese culture. Chinese language, writing, literature, and phi-
losophy became a necessary part of the education of all upper-
class Vietnamese.

 Just as in China, thousands of students crowded the regional 
test centers to take the examinations, sheltering in tents pitched 
in large fields. Roll call was held the night before the test to ensure 
that only eligible candidates would take part. The tests started at 
dawn, monitored by mandarins who sat in watchtowers to spot 
cheating. (During the Vietnam War of the 20th century some of 
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those test sites were used as airfi elds.) Few passed the rigorous 
tests, but even those who failed could become “village scholars” 
and serve as an important link between the traditional Vietnam-
ese village and the government. 

The Vietnamese scholars consciously sought to imitate their 
counterparts in China in personal behavior and in government 
administration. However, the Vietnamese chose models from 
periods in Chinese history—the Han, the Tang, and the Ming 
dynasties—as well as from the time of Confucius himself. For 
example, these are the words of a 15th-century Vietnamese 
emperor expressing his pride in Chinese culture:

The Quiet South (Vietnam) boasts polished ways. 
Our kings and subject heed Han laws. 
Our caps and gowns obey Tang rules.

Thus Vietnamese Confucianism developed forms that seemed 
particularly authoritative and appealing 
to Vietnamese. 

“fATHERs of THE PEoPlE”
From time to time the Vietnamese schol-
ars launched campaigns to enforce Con-
fucian orthodoxy (as they interpreted it) 
among the people. They encouraged the 
fi ve human relationships, demanded that 
new Confucian temples be built, and even 
called for the adoption of Chinese dress 
and manners. Confucian values were 
reinforced by state decree. Vietnam’s fi rst 
comprehensive code of laws proclaimed 
that the family was the basis of Vietnam-
ese society. Protecting the family was one 
of the goals of the Vietnamese state. The 
scholar-offi cials were known as the fathers 
of the people, and they served the emperor 

ThE “ChinEsE Lion”

The Vietnamese rulers built a capital 
city with a palace that was virtu-

ally an exact replica of China’s Forbidden 
City—the emperor’s residence in Beijing. 
The Vietnamese also imitated the Chinese 
in their dealings with their neighbors. 
At one point the Chinese emperor sent 
the Vietnamese a golden seal embossed 
with a camel to show that the Vietnamese 
“king” ruled with the emperor’s approval. 
Later, when the Vietnamese extended 
their infl uence over the Khmer peoples 
(who live in today’s Cambodia), the Viet-
namese ruler sent a duplicate of this seal 
to the Khmer king. The Khmers had never 
seen a camel, and they called the beast on 
the seal a “Chinese lion.”

The Infl uence of Confucianism Spreads
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as sons served a father. Over time the Vietnamese father wielded 
power over his wife and children, similar to that of a Chinese 
father. Legally he could treat them however he wished, though 
in practice the Vietnamese wife retained much of her traditional 
authority.

KorEa
According to Korean legend the first ruler and guiding spirit of 
the country was Tangun, who founded his kingdom, Old Cho-
son, in 2333 b.c.e. Its capital was at Asadal near Pyongyang in 
today’s North Korea. The earliest Korean religion was a form of 
shamanism (the belief in an unseen world of gods, demons, and 
spirits responsive only to the shamans, or priests) in which the 
spirits of nature were worshipped. A female medium, or mudang, 
made contact with the spirits by means of secret magical rites 
and charms. 

Confucianism was introduced from China in the first century 
b.c.e. When Buddhism arrived about four centuries later the two 
religions competed for popularity. Throughout Korean history 
both have remained important. Koreans refer to shamanism, 
Buddhism, and Confucianism as “the legs of the three-legged 
stool,” all part of the country’s cultural heritage.

floWER KnigHTs of sillA
After Tangun Korea was divided into three kingdoms, though 
all shared a common heritage. In Silla, one of those kingdoms, 
young aristocrats belonged to a military society called the Flower 
Knights. The knights regularly visited famous mountains, which 
were said to be home to spirits, and took part in elaborate ritual 
songs and dances to pray for the welfare of the nation—practices 
that illustrate Confucian influence. A Buddhist monk wrote a 
system of five rules for the Flower Knights: to serve the king with 
loyalty; to serve one’s parents with filial piety; to be faithful to 
friends; not to retreat in battle; and not to kill without reason. 
These rules neatly combined both Buddhist and Confucian val-
ues and virtues. 
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When Silla conquered the two other kingdoms and united 
Korea in 668 c.e., Buddhism became the state religion. However, 
scholars traveled to China to observe the workings of the Confu-
cian form of government. They returned with many Confucian 
texts and, as a result, Confucianism would provide the philo-
sophical and structural basis of the Korean state.

THE yi DynAsTy
Confucianism triumphed in Korea with the founding of the Yi 
dynasty (1392–1910). At his coronation Yi Song-gye, the dynas-
ty’s founder, issued a decree proclaiming that the Mandate of 
Heaven had settled on the house of Yi. Song-gye called for offi -
cials to help run the kingdom according to heaven’s will and 
promised the people that he would work for their benefi t. Song-
gye transferred the capital to Hanyang (today’s Seoul, the capital 
of South Korea on the River Han) and began to make it worthy 
of a great dynasty. He established Confucian shrines to his ances-
tors and constructed palaces and government buildings.

The aim of Song-gye and the early Yi rulers was nothing less 
than to establish a new Confucian moral order. In the year of its 
establishment, the Yi dynasty made Confucianism the state reli-
gion. The form they adopted was the Neo-Confucianism of Zhu 
Xi, which had spread to Korea during the Song dynasty (960–
1279) in China. The government set out to imbue the populace 
with Neo-Confucian ideals and to gain a 
pool of talent for government service. A 
public school system was promoted to 
teach Confucian studies throughout the 
country. The best scholars were honored 
at the temple of Confucius in the capital, 
and the emperor carried out the rituals 
honoring the sage in spring and autumn.

Later the Korean aristocratic tradition 
reasserted itself. A small number of aris-
tocrats, or yangban, monopolized the gov-
ernment posts, which became restricted 

Land	of	the	Morning	Calm

Yi Song-gye, founder of the Yi 
dynasty (1392–1910), renamed 
Korea Choson after the fi rst ruler 
and guiding spirit of Korea, Tangun’s 
legendary ancient kingdom. The 
name means “morning calm,” and 
Koreans still call their country the 
Land of the Morning Calm.

The Infl uence of Confucianism Spreads
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moraL ruLE in KorEa

The kings of the Yi dynasty (1392–1910) were indoctrinated in 
Neo-Confucian doctrine. The Korean scholar Yi Yulgok expressed 

the idea of moral rule in Neo-Confucian terms:

The study of the Way is to make goodness clear through the 
investigation (of things) and the extension (of knowledge) and to 
cultivate one’s self through sincerity (of thought) and rectifi cation 
(of mind). When (they are) contained in one’s person, (they) 
become the virtue of Heaven and when (they are) carried out in 
government (they) become the Kingly Way.

(In JaHyun Kim Haboush, A Heritage of Kings.)

A Confucian scholar in traditional dress painted by the 
artist Yi Che-gwan during the period 1760–1840. 
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to them alone. The private academies that began to flourish 
throughout Korea drove out the public school system.

KoREAn fAmily sTRuCTuRE
The spread of Confucian ritual and customs brought changes to 
Korean society. The Korean family had traditionally been differ-
ent from that of China. Formerly a Korean husband went to live 
in the territory of his wife; women had equal rights of inheritance 
with men. However these practices did not conform to Confu-
cian custom and the requirement that sacrifices be offered in the 
father’s home. Under the Yi Dynasty the five human relation-
ships, which gave greater authority to males, were enforced by the 
state. Over time Korean customs changed. Now the father’s line 
became the more important and women lost the right of equal 
inheritance. In the past Korean rituals for coming of age, mar-
riage, and death had all followed Buddhist forms. Now they were 
held in accordance with Confucian precepts. Zhu Xi’s Neo-Con-
fucian idea that the Confucian social order reflected the order of 
the universe was interpreted to mean that an attempt to change 
one’s social status was a sin against heaven.

 yAngBAn TRADiTion
Neo-Confucianism in Korea was observed 
more strictly by the yangban class than by 
the common people. Koreans had a saying: 
“Legal punishments do not apply to yang-
ban, and proper behavior does not apply 
to commoners.” The yangbans belonged 
to aristocratic clans that had played an 
important role in Korea from ancient 
times. Under the stimulus of Confucian-
ism the yangbans traced their clan lineage 
back many generations. They established 
family shrines where rites to the ances-
tors were performed with pomp and 
ceremony.

Approach to the main 
gateway of a Confucian 
temple in Gumi, South 
Korea. Confucianism arrived 
in Korea in the first century 
b.c.e. and four centuries 
later Confucianism was 
equally as popular as 
Buddhism. Confucianism 
is now regarded as one 
of the foundations of the 
country’s religious heritage, 
along with shamanism and 
Buddhism.

The Influence of Confucianism Spreads
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The yangbans also took up the Chinese practice of arranged 
marriages. Marriage within a clan was forbidden, and so yangban 
marriages were arranged to make alliances between clans. If a 
wife died, her husband could remarry; but if a husband died, a 
widow could not marry. Children were raised according to strict 
Confucian ideas of family life. 

The Korean aristocrats virtually became more Confucian 
(actually Neo-Confucian) than the Chinese themselves. They 
were so devoted to the thought of Zhu Xi that they were genuine-
ly concerned when they learned that the philosophy of his oppo-
nent, Wang Yang-ming was being honored in Ming China. Wang 
Yang-ming believed that intuition was more important than 
study and investigation in determining the truth, and sought to 
make Confucianism a practical philosophy in everyday life by 
emphasizing the link of thought with action. They believed that 
this was a serious deviation from the truth.

Still, the Koreans accepted a proper and traditional “younger 
brother” relationship with China. Even at home the Korean ruler 
was referred to by the people as king, not emperor. The Yi kings 

accepted ordination at the hand of the 
Chinese Son of Heaven. 

miliTARy TiEs
Korea’s bond to China was strengthened 
when Japan invaded Korea at the end of the 
16th century. The Koreans called on China 
for help, and the Chinese came to their aid. 
However, the Ming dynasty of China was 
overthrown in 1644 by Manchu warriors 
from the north. The Manchus set up their 
own dynasty, called the Qing, a dynasty 
that would last until 1911. It was a shock 
to Koreans to realize that China was now 
ruled by “barbarians.” The Koreans began 
to see their own nation as the repository 
of the true Confucian culture.

ThE hanguL sCriPT

In adopting the principles of Confucian-
ism, the  kings of the Yi Dynasty (1392–

1910) believed that they were adopting 
universal values that placed them in the 
civilized world. However the Yi saw them-
selves as custodians of the Korean identity 
as well. They developed their own script, 
called Hangul. Songs were composed in 
praise of the Yi house—Songs of the Fly-
ing Dragon. They praised the Yi and their 
ancestors whose virtues had brought 
them the Mandate of Heaven. The Yi are 
portrayed as more generous, modest, and 
committed to the Confucian ideal than 
their Chinese counterparts.
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ConfuCianism ComEs To JaPan
Chinese travelers during the Han dynasty provided the first writ-
ten record of the Japanese, whom they called the people of Wa. 
Always concerned about family relations and proper behavior, 
the Chinese travelers were surprised to find different traditions 
among the Japanese: “In their meetings . . . there is no distinction 
between father and son or between men and women . . . In their 
worship men of importance simply clap their hands instead of 
kneeling or bowing.” 

Japanese clapped hands to summon or recognize the kami, 
spirits who the Japanese believed inhabited rocks, mountains, 
rivers—any extraordinary person or virtually any of the objects 
in nature. The kami are the “gods” of the indigenous Japanese reli-
gion, Shinto.

Over time visitors from China and Korea brought Confucian-
ism, Daoism, and Buddhism to Japan, as well as the Chinese sys-
tem of writing. Around the fifth century c.e. Chinese and Korean 
settlers acted as scribes for any writing needs. The early Japanese 
had no writing system of their own, and their system of govern-
ment was based on clans. The Yamato clan claimed the great-
est power, and its head was the emperor of Japan. According to 
Shinto myth the emperor was descended from the sun goddess, 
Amaterasu, the most powerful kami of all, and was thus divine. 

PRinCE sHoKoTu TAisHi
Under the regency of Prince Shotoku Taishi (576–622), a prince 
of the Yomato family, steps were taken to make the new ideas 
part of Japan. Educated in a Buddhist monastery, Shotoku was 
devoted to that religion. Having learned to read and write Chi-
nese, he became intrigued by other forms of Chinese learning. 
He believed that Confucianism provided great lessons for gov-
ernment and society. He hoped that Confucian principles would 
help to modernize Japan.

Prince Shotoku wanted to learn more about Chinese culture 
from the source. He sent a delegation of Japanese students to Chi-
na. His initial efforts were met with a rebuff because he had used 

The Influence of Confucianism Spreads
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an incorrect form of address in his letter to 
the Chinese emperor: “The Son of Heav-
en in the land where the sun rises [Japan] 
addresses a letter to the Son of Heaven 
where the sun sets [China].” Insulted, the 
Chinese court insisted that the letter be 
changed to one with due respect for the 
only Son of Heaven—and it was.

From Shotoku’s time, the Japanese 
continued to seek out Chinese learning. 
Scholars read the “yellow rolls,” or Chi-
nese books, and studied the doctrines of 
Confucius. The descriptions of China’s 
civilization inspired the Japanese to mod-
el their state on China. Using Confucian 
principles the Japanese reformers called 
for an emperor who would be in charge of 
the entire country, not just the fi rst among 
the clan leaders. The emperor adopted 
the elaborate rituals of Confucianism to 
increase his grandeur. Court offi cials were 
grouped in ranks. A national university 
was founded to train Japanese in Confu-
cian studies, Chinese literature, math-
ematics, and medicine. An examination 
system was begun to recruit talent. 

In 710 Japan’s fi rst permanent capi-
tal was founded at Nara; it was a min-
iature version of the Chinese capital of 
Changan.

mAinTAining JAPAnEsE iDEnTiTy
Japan did not adopt certain features of 
Confucianism. Japan was, and remained, 
an aristocratic society. Only members 
of the aristocratic class were permitted 

A	Harmonious	Universe

Confucianism was important 
for Japanese court etiquette and 
ceremony, but it did not sink deep 
roots among the people, as Buddhism 
did. There was one exception, 
however. The Confucianism that 
entered Japan was the Han variety, 
which incorporated belief in yin/yang 
forces (the two forces constantly 
infl uencing the universe, both 
continually changing in power and 
both necessary for balance) and 
the fi ve elements (wood, metal, fi re, 
water, and earth). These concepts 
became popular among Japanese, 
who liked the idea that the universe 
is a harmonious system in which 
people and nature continually 
interact. 

sEVEnTEEn arTiCLEs ConsTiTuTion

In 604 Prince Shotoku of the Yomato 
family issued the Seventeen Articles 

Constitution, Japan’s fi rst written code of 
laws. Its general statement of principles 
described Buddhism as a universal truth 
for all living beings. In Article III the nature 
of the nation of Japan is presented in terms 
of Confucianism: “The lord is Heaven, the 
vassal is Earth. Heaven overspreads, Earth 
unbears. When this is so the four seasons 
follow their due course, and the owners of 
Nature develop their effi  cacy.” 
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Two samurai fighting 
in a reenactment of a 
battle. Prior to 1600 great 
landowners, daimyo, and 
their warriors, samurai, 
fought for power and 
control of different parts of 
the country.   

to take the examinations that led to government positions. The 
scholar never played as important a role in Japan as in China. 
Nor did the Japanese accept the Confucian idea of the Mandate of 
Heaven, for that implied the right to revolt against an unjust ruler, 
an idea that was abhorrent to the Japanese. In Japan the emperor 
was regarded as divine by birth. In Japanese history there would 
be only one dynasty, in contrast to the dynastic cycle of China.

nEo-ConfuCianism in JaPan
Confucianism reached its greatest influence in Japan after 1600. 
For the previous 400 years Japan had lacked a strong central gov-
ernment. In 1600 a powerful military leader, Tokugawa Ieyasu, 
defeated the last of his enemies and unified Japan under his 
control. He and his descendants ruled as shoguns, or military 
dictators. In theory the shoguns received their power from the 
emperor, who still carried on ancient rites. In reality the Tokuga-
wa shoguns were the real rulers of Japan. 

The Influence of Confucianism Spreads
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Up to this time Japan had remained in touch with China. It 
had absorbed the Neo-Confucian philosophy of Zhu Xi. The 
Tokugawa shoguns accepted this as the model for their state, for 
it promised stability and answered the need for a worldview that 
would promote order for the society.

fouR ClAssEs of ToKugAWA soCiETy
Tokugawa Ieyasu was inspired by the second Tang emperor of 
China, Tai Zong, who ruled from 626 to 649. Tokugawa took his 

rule as a model to build stability and struc-
ture in his war-ravaged land. For advice 
he turned to the Japanese Neo-Confu-
cian Hayashi Razan (1583–1657). Hayashi 
used Neo-Confucian theory to justify the 
division of Tokugawa society into four 
rigid classes: nobles and samurai (war-
riors), farmers, artisans, and merchants. 
(Although it was never rigidly enforced by 
the authorities, China too had such a divi-
sion, with the scholar rather than the war-
rior on top.) 

The Hayashi family became the offi cial 
interpreters of Confucianism in Japan. 
At their urging Tokugawa shoguns built 
a Sage’s Hall, where shoguns paid hom-
age to an image of Confucius. The fi fth 
shogun, a particularly enthusiastic and 
devout Confucian, constructed a Paragon 
Hall at the center of Edo (today’s Tokyo), 
the capital of the shogunate. The shogun 
himself proudly gave a lecture there on the 
Confucian Classics. He also established a 
School of Prosperous Peace dedicated to 
Confucian studies, which became the cul-
tural and educational center of Tokugawa 
Japan.

Universal	Principles

Neo-Confucian Hayashi Razan 
(1583–1657) divided Japan into 
four classes: nobles and samurai 
(warriors), farmers, artisans, and 

merchants. He saw his highly 
ordered society as a refl ection of 
universal principles. He wrote: 

Heaven is above and earth is below. This 
is the order of heaven and earth. If we 

can understand the meaning of the order 
existing between heaven and earth, we 

can also perceive that in everything there 
is an order separating those who are 

above and those who are below. When 
we extend this understanding between 

heaven and earth, we cannot allow 
disorder in the relations between the ruler 
and the subject, and between those who 
are above and those who are below. The 
separation into four classes of samurai, 

farmers, artisans and merchants, like the 
fi ve relationships, is part of the principles 

of heaven and is the Way which was 
taught by the Sage. 

(In Conrad Totman, Japan Before Perry.)
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KAiBARA EKKEn
The samurai scholar Kaibara Ekken (1630–1714) brought Neo-
Confucianism into the homes of ordinary Japanese people. He 
set down in simple Japanese the basic moral principles of Con-
fucianism. He described the proper forms of everyday conduct, 
the fi ve relationships, duties within the family and toward feudal 
lords, and so forth. His writings made Confucian moral teachings 
“household talk” among the Japanese people. His guide to edu-
cation advised parents: “Beginning [when a child is eight years 
old] teach the youngsters etiquette befi tting their age and caution 
them not to commit an act of impoliteness.” 

Kaibara had been trained as a physician, which may have 
given him the more objective approach that distinguished him 
from scholars who pursued more abstruse forms of Neo-Con-
fucian thought. He advised his readers: “Investigate things and 
make your knowledge perfect!” Other Neo-Confucians in Japan 
and China had concentrated their “investigation of things” on the 
Confucian classics. Kaibara took his own inquiries into the fi eld 
of nature, producing works on farming, botany, and medicinal 
herbs. To Kaibara an understanding of 
nature was necessary for an understand-
ing of human beings.

BusHiDo
Historically the duty of the samurai had 
been to fi ght for their lord. However 
military action had no place under the 
Tokugawa shogunate, which sought to 
enforce peace within the society. Still the 
samurai felt a duty to practice their mar-
tial skills. Ironically Confucianism became 
part of the samurai code known as Bushi-
do, or “way of the warrior.” Yamago Soko 
(1622–85) developed the most important 
statement of Bushido’s principles. Yamaga 
equated the samurai with the Confucian 

The	Way	of	the	Warrior

Confucianism became part of the 
samurai code known as Bushido, or 
“the way (do) of the warrior (bushi).” 
Yamago Soko (1622–85) developed 

the most important statement of 
Bushido’s principles:

 Within his hearth he keeps to the 
ways of peace, but without he keeps his 
weapons ready for use. The three classes 
of the common people make him their 

teacher and respect him. By following his 
teachings, they are enabled to understand 

what is fundamental and 
what is secondary.

The Infl uence of Confucianism Spreads
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The main tower of Himeji 
Castle. A fort was first 
constructed on the site in 
1333 but the five-storied 
main tower was constructed 
in 1581 by the son-in-law 
of the Shogun Ieyasu 
Tokogawa. 

“gentleman” and taught that his essential function was to prac-
tice virtue as an example to the lower classes. 

To Yamaga the most important of the Confucian virtues was 
righteousness, which he interpreted as an obligation or a duty. 
A samurai had to be ready to give up his life for duty. If duty 
required him to break the law or disobey government authority, 
the samurai would do it—and then prove his sincerity by com-
mitting suicide to atone for his crime against the government.
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THE DiVinE ligHT of HEAVEn 
Though the Tokugawa government supported the Neo-Confu-
cianism of Zhu Xi, Zhu’s opponent, Wang Yang-ming, also won 
adherents. Nakae Toju (1608–48) had studied Zhu Xi’s writings 
for many years, but on discovering the work of Wang Yang-ming 
he became convinced that Wang’s intuitive approach was supe-
rior to Zhu’s rational “investigation of things.” Nakae particular-
ly stressed Wang’s idea that in each person was an innate moral 
sense. This meant that one did not have to be a scholar to become 
a good person. Nakae called this inner sense the Divine Light 
of Heaven, and his teachings emphasized a personal god called 
the Supreme Lord Above. Nakae was also impressed by Wang’s 
emphasis on action. Discussing or even understanding virtue 
were not sufficient; goodness had to be expressed in deeds. 

Nakae practiced what he preached. After developing his phi-
losophy he resigned his post in the service of a daimyo (land-
owner) and returned to his native village to care for his elderly 
mother. Though the village was in a remote region Nakae’s fame 
as a teacher spread. While other Confucians generally wrote for 
scholars and officials, Nakae addressed the humblest people, both 
men and women. The popularity of Nakae’s philosophy helped 
spread Confucianism as a form of religion in Japan.

An inDEPEnDEnT nATion
Japan had a more independent relationship with China than Viet-
nam and Korea. Never conquered by a military force, protected 
by the Sea of Japan and the Tsushima Strait, which separated their 
country from mainland Asia, the Japanese avoided China’s domi-
nance. Over the centuries they stopped their tribute missions to 
the Chinese court. 

Under the Tokugawa shogunate Japan isolated itself from the 
rest of the world. While retaining Neo-Confucianism as a state 
philosophy, the shoguns cut off relations with China altogeth-
er. Indeed, Japanese Confucians used the divine nature of their 
emperor and the fact that Japan had only one imperial family to 
portray Japan as more Confucian than China itself.

The Influence of Confucianism Spreads
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CHAPTER 5

CONFUCIAN 
LITERATURE

The Confucian Five Classics (Book of Poetry, Book of History, 
Book of Rites, Book of Changes, and Spring and Autumn Annals) 

hold a unique place in Chinese and east Asian civilization. The 
Chinese word for “classic,” jing, can also be used to describe the 
“warp”—the threads that form the framework of a woven fab-
ric. A jing was a work of a particular time (usually ancient) and 
place, whose truths were universal and timeless. Although the 
Chinese did not believe that the Five Classics were the revealed 
word of God, they believed that the wisdom contained in them 
could serve as a guide to people of all times. To the Chinese, the 
Five Classics were the “warp” of their civilization. 

To the young Chinese student required to memorize them, 
the Five Classics were a vast collection of stories and precepts. 
They were not organized into disciplines or topics (except those 
implied by their titles), nor were they logically arranged. Instruc-
tions on how to dress and write poetry appeared side by side with 
injunctions to follow such virtues as patience and humility. The 
precepts, or advice on correct behavior, were phrased as moral 

 Students learning Confucian classics and traditional 
manners at a Confucian school in Chunghakdong village, 
Korea. The village has maintained a traditional lifestyle 
based on Confucianism for hundreds of years.
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absolutes. It was understood that their authority came from their 
success in the past. Reading the Classics, the young scholar had 
to absorb their messages as clues to the one true way of life. 

Because the Classics dealt with the past the Chinese tended to 
look on history as a model for behavior and truth. History and 
poetry became the two arts closely tied to Confucianism. From the 
time of the Han dynasty, when Confucianism became the offi cial 
state religion under emperor Wu Di in 136 b.c.e., the Five Classics 

were studied by everyone who hoped to 
become a scholar or an offi cial. Along with 
the Analects, written by Confucius’s disciples 
shortly after his death, they have formed the 
cornerstone of Confucian thought for more 
than 2,000 years.

ThE fiVE CLassiCs
The Five Classics are the basic texts of Con-
fucianism. They are revered because they 
are China’s oldest literature and, accord-
ing to tradition, because Confucius edited 
them. He referred to some of them in his 
teaching. Modern scholars think that the 
duke of Zhou (r. 1043–1036 b.c.e.), a great 
fi gure of the early Zhou dynasty and Con-
fucius’s ideal ruler, may have written some 
parts of them. Certainly parts of the Five 
Classics come from very ancient times, 
although the texts as they exist today have 
been added to and modifi ed through the 
centuries since Confucius lived.

BooK of PoETRy
The Shijing contains the oldest Chinese 
poetry. It is a collection of more than three 
hundred poems—sometimes called songs 
because early Chinese poetry was sung. 

a PoEm from ThE BooK of PoETry

The following selection about music, 
nature, and war is an example of the 

poems included in the Book of Poetry, one 
of the Five Classics:

The blind musicians 
In the courtyard of Chou
Have set up their pillars and    
 crossbars
With upright plumes and hooks for   
 the drumsand the bells;
The small and large drums are    
 hanging there,
The tambourines, the stone chimes,   
 the batons and tiger clappers.
When all have been struck the 
 music begins;
Then the pipes and the fl utes 
 sound shrilly.
Sweet is the music,
Sweet as the song of birds.
The ancestors listen;
They are our guests;
Forever and ever they gaze upon 
 our victories.

(In Elizabeth Seeger, Eastern Religions.)
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Over half of the poems describe experiences common to all peo-
ple—love, work, and war. The rest are court poems, including 
praise of the founders of the Zhou dynasty and hymns used in 
sacrifi cial rites. Confucius, who loved to sing, is reputed to have 
selected the poems for the book. He urged his students to memo-
rize them and he used them in his teaching. 

BooK of RiTEs
This book consists of three separate ritual texts: the Zhou Li, or 
Rites of Zhou, which describes the bureaucratic system of the 
Zhou dynasty; the Yi Li, or Ceremonial, which contains descrip-
tions of the etiquette of events in the life of the aristocracy such 
as weddings, banquets, sacrifi ces, funerals, and archery contests; 
and the Liji, or Book of Rites. This is the longest of the three ritual 
texts, describing government regulations as well as providing 
instructions on how to manage a household, cook, behave at a 
dinner party or a funeral, drive a carriage, name a baby, and con-
duct oneself in everyday life.

The Book of Rites as it exists today is not the one that Confu-
cius himself studied. It contains a varied collection of stories and 
essays compiled during the Han dynasty from earlier writings, 
including many stories about Confucius’s own life. These stories 
often describe Confucius’s comments on 
ancient sacrifi ces, reinterpreting them 
for a more enlightened age. For example, 
before Confucius the ancient Chinese 
believed that by having a living person 
ascend to the roof of the house and call for 
the dead to return, the spirits of the dead 
could be summoned back to their bodies. 
Objects buried with the dead were origi-
nally intended to be used by them in an 
afterlife. Confucian scholars of Han times 
wrote that those objects merely symbol-
ized the wishes of the living that the dead 
person could be called back to life. The 

Court	Rituals

Parts of the Book of Rites deal with 
proper ceremonial form, and they 
became a handbook for the emperor’s 
court. One passage declares that if 
the emperor wore white instead of 
red (the summer color) in the last 
month of summer disasters would 
follow. “High ground would be 
fl ooded, the grain in the fi elds would 
not ripen, and there would be many 
miscarriages among women.” 

Confucian Literature
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Book of Rites today describes Confucius as saying: “To treat the 
dead as dead would show a lack of love and therefore cannot be 
done; to treat the dead as living would show a lack of wisdom and 
likewise cannot be done.” Thus the ritual texts describe ways of 
paying respect to the departed and regulating the emotions of the 
living so that grief will be appropriate.

BooK of HisToRy
The Shujing is the oldest source of Chinese mythology and history, 
beginning with the legendary emperors who brought the tools of 

from ThE BooK of hisTory

The following selection is from the 
earliest section of the Book of History 

and concerns the reign of the legendary 
emperor Yao. The selection describes how 
the emperor chose a farmer, Shun, over 
his own son, Chu, because of Shun’s virtue 
and fi lial piety. Yao and Shun were para-
gons of Confucian virtue.

The Emperor said (to his advisors): 
“You must (make a calendar that will) 
fi x the four seasons and complete the 
year . . . Who will carefully attend 
to this? I will raise him up and 
employ him.” Fang Chi [one of his 
advisors] said: “Your heir-son Chu 
is enlightened.” The emperor said: 
“Alas, he is deceitful and quarrelsome 
. . . Promote someone who is already 
illustrious, or raise up someone who 
is humble and mean.” They all said to 
the emperor: “There is an unmarried 
man in a low position called Shun 
of Yu.” The emperor said: “Yes, I 

have heard of him. What is he like?” 
The Chief said: “He is the son of a 
blind man. His father is stupid, his 
mother is deceitful, his half brother 
Hsiang is arrogant. Yet he has been 
able to live in harmony with them 
and to be splendidly fi lial. He has 
controlled himself and has not come 
to wickedness.” The emperor said, 
“I will try him; I will (give him my 
two daughters as wives) and observe 
his behavior towards (them).” He 
gave orders and sent down his two 
daughters to the bend of the Kuei 
River to be wives in the House of Yu. 
The emperor said: “Be reverent.”

Shun of Yu, according to the text, proved so 
able at his task that the emperor Yao abdi-
cated and let him ascend the throne.

(In William Theodore DeBary, 
Sources of Chinese Tradition.)
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A Taiwanese man dressed 
as Confucius hands out 
cards to children on which 
Confucian teachings have 
been written. This special 
event was held in Taipei 
on the island of Taiwan to 
promote Confucian values 
and teachings among 
the public. 

civilization to the Chinese. The text continues through the Xia, 
Shang, and early Zhou dynasties (so roughly covering from ca. 
2070 b.c.e. to ca. 256 b.c.e.). It was one of the books that Qin Shi 
Huangdi destroyed in 213 b.c.e. when legalists persuaded him 
that the Confucians were his enemies.  By tradition scholars of 
his time preserved it in memory, and it was rewritten during the 
Han dynasty (206 b.c.e.–220 c.e.). The book is sometimes called 
the Book of Documents, and Confucius himself referred to it that 
way. This is a more accurate description of its contents, which 
include decrees, speeches, advice from counselors, and similar 
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reports on government affairs. The Chinese regarded history as 
the mirror of the present and important in Chinese education 
and thought; by studying the past one could learn lessons useful 
for the present.

sPRing AnD AuTumn AnnAls
The Chun Qiu is a brief chronicle of the events in Confucius’s home 
state of Lu between the years 722 b.c.e. and 481 b.c.e. The term 
spring and autumn is a shortened form of spring, summer, autumn, 
winter. The officials of the state of Lu compiled it as a season-by-
season record of events. Because the end date comes so close to 
the death of Confucius his followers have often asserted that he 
was the actual author, using earlier records in the state archives. 
The text is cryptic and difficult to understand and has been the 
subject of many commentaries dating back as far as the early Han 
dynasty.

BooK of CHAngEs
The Yijing is a book of divination that helps its followers pre-
dict future events and understand human existence and natural 
occurrences. The book consists of 64 “hexagrams” (each being 
a combination of six broken or unbroken lines) with accompa-
nying interpretations. Later writers added a series of appendices 
that give further interpretations. Confucius is said to have writ-
ten some of this material, but this is doubtful. Only once in the 
Analects does he refer to the Yijing: “Give me a few years and by 
50 I shall have studied the book of divination called Changes. 
Through it I may become free of large faults.” 

By throwing coins or by manipulating sticks of the yarrow 
(a plant with magical properties) a petitioner selects any one or 
two of the hexagrams, and the accompanying text opens up the 
questioner’s prospects or gives guidance. The 64 hexagrams are 
formed by a combination of any two of the eight “trigrams” (fig-
ures made with three horizontal lines, broken or unbroken) rep-
resenting Heaven, Thunder, Water, Mountain, Earth, Wind, Fire, 
and Lake. 
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Through the ages the Yijing has escaped 
destruction during book burnings and has 
enjoyed wide appeal in China, Japan, and 
more recently in the West as a fortune-
telling manual and an aid to meditation 
and refl ection. 

The Yijing fi lled a need in Confucian 
thought that was not met by the other 
Classics. Early Confucian scholars were 
concerned with ethical and political 
problems. However the Yijing provided a 
mystical key to the workings of the uni-
verse. Later scholars wrote countless vol-
umes linking its messages to Confucian 
thought. It helped to make Confucianism 
an appealing alternative to Daoism, which 
was greatly concerned with mysticism 
and magic.

ThE four BooKs
Zhu Xi, the Neo-Confucian thinker of the 
Song dynasty (960–1279 c.e.), was par-
ticularly impressed by two sections of the 
Book of Rites. He assembled these sections 
into books now called the Great Learning 
and the Doctrine of the Mean. To give them 
added signifi cance Zhu Xi made these two 
books part of what he called the Four Books. The other two are 
the Analects, the sayings of Confucius; and the Meng Zi, or Men-
cius, which contains the teachings of the greatest fi gure in Confu-
cianism after the sage himself.  

Through the infl uence of the Neo-Confucians, the Four Books 
became the basis of Chinese education. A student had to memo-
rize them before beginning the study of the Five Classics. From 
1313 to 1905 the Four Books were the basis of the examination 
system that produced offi cials for China’s government.

ThE uLTimaTE sourCE

The fi rst hexagram in the Yijing, the 
book of divination that helps its fol-

lowers foretell future events, is formed 
with six unbroken lines. The book names 
this hexagram tien, the Ultimate Source. 
It means great success. The commentary 
reads, in part:

Great indeed is tien, the ultimate source. 
The ten thousand things receive their 
beginnings from it. It governs Heaven. 
The clouds drift by and the rain falls. All 
things fl ow into their forms. The ends and 
the beginnings are greatly illuminated. 
The six lines of the hexagram take shape 
at their own times. In timely fashion 
they ride the six dragons and so rule over 
the heavens. The way of tien is change 
and transformation. Each thing thereby 
achieves its true nature and destiny and 
assures that it is in accord with great 
harmony. There is great benefi t and 
constancy . . .

(In William Theodore DeBary, Sources 
of  Chinese Tradition.)
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Students and their teacher 
play a balancing game 
while taking a break 
from studying Confucian 
classics and learning about 
traditional values and duties 
at a Confucian school in 
Chunghakdong, Korea. 

AnAlects
The Analects in its present form was probably composed by the sec-
ond generation of Confucius’s disciples. They wrote down what 
they heard from those who had actually known Confucius.

 The Analects consists of 497 verses, some very brief. Nowhere 
does Confucius discuss philosophical principles or detailed reg-
ulations for a way of life. He merely comments on a specific prob-
lem or situation and suggests a proper reaction.

The Analects has served as a guide to life for hundreds of mil-
lions, perhaps billions, of people in the 2,500 years since it was 
written. Generations of students memorized the entire book 
as the first stage in their education. They were not expected to 
understand it fully, but by committing it to memory they would 
create in their minds a storehouse of thought that would deepen 
in significance as they grew older. They could spend the rest of 
their lives pondering its meaning and discovering how it applied 
to their own lives. According to the personal testimony of those 
who did this, the book takes on greater significance as one grows 
older and experiences life. Through young adulthood, middle age, 
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EXCErPTs from ThE ANALECTS

The Analects gives insight into the wisdom of Great Master Kong. 
Read the following to gain a fl avor of its scope and philosophy. 

Clever talk and a domineering manner have little to do with being    
 man-at-his-best. 
While his father lives, observe a man’s purposes; when the father dies,   
 observe his actions. If for three years (of mourning) a man does not   
 change from the ways of his father, he may be called fi lial. 
At fi fteen I thought only of study; at thirty I began playing my    
 role; at forty I was sure of myself; at fi fty I was conscious of 
 my position in the universe; at sixty I was no longer argumentative;   
 and now at seventy I can follow my heart’s desire without 
 violating custom. 
While the parents live, serve them according to the rites. 
 When they die, bury them according to the rites and make the    
 offerings to them according to the rites. 
Look at the means which a man employs, consider his 
 motives; observe his pleasures. A man simply cannot 
 conceal himself. 
Learning without thought brings ensnarement. 
 Thought without learning totters. 
Shall I tell you what knowledge is? It is to know both what one knows   
 and what one does not know. 
A hamlet of ten homes will surely contain someone as loyal and    
 reliable as I, but none to equal my love of learning.
To take note of things in silence, to retain curiosity despite much study,   
 never to weary of teaching others: no one surpasses me in 
 these three things. 
I do not instruct the uninterested; I do not help those who fail to try.   
 If I mention one corner of a subject and the pupil does not deduce   
 therefrom the other three, I drop him. 
When the Master heard in Ch’i a melody ascribed to the great sage    
 Shun, he went three months without meat. “I never thought so fi ne a 
 melody had ever been composed!” 
The Master used the pronunciation of the capital when reciting The    
 Poems and The Writings of Old, and also when pronouncing the rites. 
Study as if you were never to master it, as if in fear of losing it.

Confucian Literature
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and old age one comes to understand Confucius’s words more 
fully and appreciate their importance. This is why this book has 
remained one of the most widely read texts in world civilization.

mEng Zi (mEnCius)
Mencius’s disciples probably set down 
his teachings in writing not long after his 
death. Though the Mencius is similar in 
form to the Analects, the passages in the 
Mencius are typically much longer than 
those in the Analects. The book refl ects the 
fact that Confucianism faced many intel-
lectual challenges in Mencius’s time. The 
view of a competing philosopher is often 
cited, and Mencius gives his detailed ref-
utation of it. He also comments on spe-
cifi c sayings of Confucius, giving his own 
views on their signifi cance and meaning. 
The Mencius shows the “second sage” to be 
a more argumentative person than Confu-
cius. Frequently he argues with the rulers 
of his time, pointing out clearly the error 
of their ways. 

Confucius’s doctrine, in its various 
forms, was often popular with rulers 
because it demanded that the subjects 
revere their ruler as they did their fathers. 
It was easy to overlook the underlying 
idea that loyalty was a two-way affair. The 
ruler must also govern with justice and 
wisdom. Mencius put much greater stress 
on this side of Confucian teaching.

gREAT lEARning
According to tradition the Great Learning 
is a section of the Book of Rites written by 

ThE fLoW of PoLiTiCaL PoWEr

The following sample passages from 
the Mencius show that Mencius, the 

second great thinker in the Confucian tra-
dition, regarded political power as fl owing 
upward from the people, not downward 
from the ruler. For this reason, parts of the 
Mencius were suppressed by the govern-
ment at various times in Chinese history.

Mencius said: “Men are in the habit 
of speaking of the world, the state. As 
a matter of fact, the foundation of the 
world lies in the state, the foundation 
of the state lies in the family, and the 
foundation of the family lies in the 
individual.” Mencius said: “(In the 
constitution of a state) the people rank 
the highest, the spirits of land and grain 
come next, and the ruler counts the least.” 
Mencius said to King Hsuan of Chi: 
“When the ruler regards the ministers as 
his hands and feet, the ministers regard 
their ruler as their heart and bowels. 
When the ruler regards his ministers as 
his dogs and horses, the ministers regard 
their ruler as a stranger. When the ruler 
regards his ministers as dust and grass, 
the ministers regard their ruler as a 
brigand or foe.”

(In William Theodore DeBary, Sources 
of Chinese Tradition.)
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Confucius’s grandson. Though Confucius’s own son was a dis-
appointment as he did not prove to be a consistent student, his 
grandson became an important teacher who helped to carry on 
the sage’s doctrine. 

The Great Learning is a kind of guide to becoming a true Confu-
cian gentleman. Its theme is self-cultivation. For centuries young 
boys and men studied it to learn how to follow the Confucian 
way in their own lives. It is, however, more than a guide to self-
improvement. The Great Learning was addressed to the emperor 
and to the officials who served him (as well as those who aspired 
to become officials). Thus self-cultivation was carried out for the 
ultimate goal of good government. It rests on the Confucian idea 
that before a man can regulate others he must learn to regulate 
himself. 

Confucian Literature

An anonymous 10th-century 
Chinese painting, Banquet 
and Concert, which depicts 
elegant ladies of the Tang 
imperial court enjoying a 
feast and music. Following 
Confucian traditions, ladies 
were generally excluded 
from serious matters of 
court.
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LEssons for WomEn

Ban Zhao, court historian from the Han period (206 B.C.E.–220 C.E.), 
described in her text, Lessons for Women, how females were 

treated from birth in Chinese society:

On the third day after the birth of a girl the ancients observed three 
customs: (fi rst) to place the baby below the bed; (second) to give her 
a potsherd with which to play; and (third) to announce her birth 
to her ancestors by an offering. Now to lay the baby below the bed 
plainly indicated that she is lowly and weak, and should regard it 
as her primary duty to humble herself before others. To give her 
potsherds with which to play indubitably signifi ed that she should 
practice labor and consider it her primary duty to be industrious. 
To announce her birth before her ancestors clearly meant that 
she ought to esteem as her primary duty the continuation of the 
observance of worship in the home . . . Let a woman retire late to 
bed, but rise early to duties; let her not dread tasks by day or by 
night. Let her not refuse to perform domestic duties whether easy 
or diffi cult. That which must be done, let her fi nish completely, 
tidily, and systematically. Then she may be said to be industrious 
. . . Yet only to teach men and not to teach women—is that not 
ignoring the essential relation between them? According to the 
(Book of) Rites, it is the rule to begin to teach (male) children to 
read at the age of eight years, and by the age of fi fteen years they 
ought then to be ready for cultural training. Only why should it
not be (that girls’ education as well as boys’ be) according to 
this principle?

(In Nancy Lee Swann, Pan Chao, Foremost Woman 
Scholar of China.)

DoCTRinE of THE mEAn
The Chinese title of the Doctrine of the Mean, Zhong Yong, consists 
of the characters for normality and centrality and conveys the Con-
fucian ideas of moderation, balance, and harmony. The work 
consists of a series of essays and stories. Some describe the char-
acter and duties of a true gentleman, the performance of social 
obligations, and the duties of rulers. Others are quotations from 
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Ban	Zhao—
Unoffi	 cial	Court	Historian

Ban Zhao came from an illustrious 
family. The name Ban means “tiger.” 
According to tradition one of her 
ancestors was born the illegitimate 
son of a royal family member. He 
was abandoned and was suckled by 
a female tiger until his grandparents 
rescued him. Ban Zhao’s father, Ban 
Piao, began to write a history of 
China, but he died before he could 
fi nish it. One of his sons, Ban Gu, 
took up the task. Ban Gu also wrote 
the fi rst book on the game of chess. 
Ban Gu was imprisoned when he 
became involved in political intrigue, 
however. Meanwhile Gu’s twin 
brother, Ban Chao, made a name 
for himself as a military leader. The 
emperor sent him to the Tarim Basin 
in the western part of the empire. 
There Ban Chao subdued barbarian 
tribesmen and secured China’s hold 
on the region. Early in her life Ban 
Zhao had married, but when her 
husband died she returned to her 
parents’ home. Using the extensive 
family library she began to study and 
write. When the emperor heard of 
her accomplishments he called on her 
to fi nish the history that her father 
and brother had begun. The history 
that the Bans wrote became a model 
for later writers. Traditionally the 
scholars of each dynasty would write 
the offi cial history of the dynasty that 
preceded it.

Confucius or accounts of his discussions 
with rulers and disciples. 

The “mean” praised in this work is the 
“normal” course of human action, which 
could bring harmony to the world if sin-
cerely followed. The Zhong Yong reads: 
“The life of the gentleman is an exemplifi -
cation of the Mean; the life of the inferior 
man is a contradiction of it. (The gentle-
man) constantly holds to the center. (The 
inferior man) knows no restraint.”

ConfuCian insTruCTions for WomEn
Confucianism refl ected the male-domi-
nated Chinese society. All the emperor’s 
scholar-offi cials were male, and only 
males could take the examinations that led 
to government service. However, through 
the force of her ability, Ban Zhao (ca. 45–
120 c.e.) obtained the position (though 
not the title) of court historian to the Han 
emperor Ho. Ban Zhao’s work became the 
offi cial history of the period, preserved 
through the centuries by later dynasties. 
She was the only woman in Chinese his-
tory to obtain such an important post.

In addition Ban Zhao was in charge of 
the education of the young empress and 
her ladies-in-waiting. In this position she 
wrote a text called Lessons for Women. It is 
the earliest work from any world civiliza-
tion to deal with women’s education. Ban 
Zhao was a Confucian and she accepted 
the Confucian view of the role of women. 
Yet in her work she allowed herself a plea 
for women’s equality in education. 

Confucian Literature
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QuaLiTiEs of a samurai

Yamaga Soko (1622–85), known in Japan as one of the three 
greatest samurai (warriors) of the Tokugawa shogunate, pre-

sented the qualities required of a samurai in the terms of Confucian 
philosophy:

The business of the samurai consists in refl ecting on his own 
station in life, in discharging loyal service to his master if he 
has one, in deepening his fi delity (to) friends, and, with due 
consideration of his own position, in devoting himself to duty 
above all. However, in one’s own life, one becomes unavoidably 
involved in obligations between father and child, older and 
younger brother, and husband and wife. Though these are also 
the fundamental moral obligations of everyone in the land, the 
farmers, artisans, and merchants have no leisure from their 
occupations, and so they cannot constantly act in accordance with 
them and fully exemplify the Way. The samurai dispenses with 
the business of the farmer, artisan, and merchant and confi nes 
himself to practicing this Way; should there be someone in the 
three classes of the common people who transgresses against 
these moral principles, the samurai summarily punishes him and 
thus upholds proper moral principles in the land. It would not 
do for the samurai to know the martial and civil virtues without 
manifesting them. Since this is the case, outwardly he stands in 
physical readiness for any call to service and inwardly he strives 
to fulfi ll the Way of the lord and subject, friend and friend, father 
and son, older and younger brother, and husband and wife. 
Within his heart he keeps to the ways of peace, but without he 
keeps his weapons ready for use. The three classes of the common 
people make him their teacher and respect him. By following his 
teachings, they are enabled to understand what is fundamental 
and what is secondary.

(In Patricia Buckley Ebrey (editor), Chinese Civilization 
and Society.)
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a ConfuCian CoDE for a Warrior
Yamaga Soko (1622–85) is known in Japan 
as one of the three greatest samurai of the 
Tokugawa shogunate. As a young man he 
gained respect because of his knowledge 
of Shinto, Buddhism, Daoism, and Neo-
Confucianism. Many samurai of the time 
turned to scholarship, for there was no 
need for their military skills in a Japan that 
was unifi ed under the shogun. Yamaga 
taught many others, including the leader 
of the 47 ronin, a group of samurai whose 
selfl ess dedication to duty has inspired 
countless Japanese stories and plays. 

Yamaga set down the fi rst systematic 
description of Bushido, the Japanese “way 
of the warrior.” This code required a life of 
austerity and self-discipline. It included a 
readiness to meet death at any time. 

The	47	Ronin

When samurai (warrior) Yamaga Soto 
(1622–85) was the military instructor 
for the daimyo (lord) of Ako, he 
taught the future leader of the 47 
ronin. This was a band of samurai  
whose master had been forced to 
commit seppuku, or suicide, after an 
incident at the shogun’s court. The 
ronin (masterless samurai) pledged to 
avenge his death, and after carrying 
out their plot against the enemy of 
their master they too committed 
suicide. Countless Japanese stories 
and plays have celebrated the 47 
ronin’s selfl ess dedication to duty. 

A traditional Samurai 
helmet being worn during 
the re-enactment of a 
feudal battle between rival 
samurai. The samurai were 
a Japanese warrior class 
working for military leaders 
during the period of the 
Shoguns who divided Japan 
into feudal territories. The 
code of these Japanese 
warriors was infl uenced 
by Confucian duties, 
responsibilities and rituals.  

Confucian Literature
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RITUALS AND 
STANDARDS OF 
CONDUCT

CHAPTER 6

On the night before the winter solstice the Chinese emperor 
prepared for the most important ceremony of the year. The 

gates of the Forbidden City, where the emperor and his family 
lived, were thrown open. The emperor climbed into a sedan chair 
(a portable chair, borne on poles) that was draped with cloths 
embroidered with golden dragons and, carried by 16 nobles, 
began his procession south. Two thousand people, including 
princes, ministers, officials, and servants in colorful uniforms, 
led the way through the great capital city. The path they followed 
had been sprinkled with gold sand. Flag bearers carried ban-
ners of the 28 constellations, the five planets, and the five sacred 
mountains. Finally the procession passed through the southern 
gate of the capital city, the seat of government, and moved on to 
the four-mile-square grounds of the Temple of Heaven. 

Inside the grounds the emperor visited the memorial tablets 
of his ancestors. Then he retired to the Hall of Fasting, where he 
purified himself in preparation for his duties the next day. Before 

In the Forbidden City of Beijing, tourists now explore where once Chinese 
emperors lived apart from the ordinary citizens beyond the palace walls. Court 
and government life centered around the Forbidden City and followed the 
emperor when he moved to his summer palace outside the city.
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dawn he emerged from the hall and went to a triple-tiered marble 
altar that stood open to the sky. Nothing was allowed to stand 
between the altar and Heaven. There the emperor would perform 
the annual ceremonies to renew his reign’s Mandate of Heaven.

 imPEriaL CErEmoniEs aT ThE TEmPLE of hEaVEn 
The ceremony followed ancient tradition. The emperor, clad in 
dragon-embroidered blue robes and wearing a bonnet with pearl 
tassels, ascended the steps to the altar—circular in shape like 
Heaven—and lighted a pile of sticks. The smoke that rose invited 
Heaven to take part in the ceremony. Then the emperor laid on 
the altar incense, rolls of blue silk, and disks of blue jade. The chief 
sacrificial victim was a young bull free from any blemish. It had 
been slaughtered and cooked the night before. The emperor took 
a piece of the meat and laid it before the throne. He placed other 
pieces at his ancestors’ tablets, which had been placed alongside. 
Prostrating himself nine times in farewell, he descended the altar 
steps and, as he watched from below, the offerings were burned 

in blue cups and bowls.
While the emperor was carrying out 

those duties the sounds of flutes, gongs, 
and musical stones echoed around the 
altar. Dancers performed the precise move-
ments that were a part of the ceremony. 
Century after century, from ancient times 
until 1916, this scene remained virtually 
the same—at different capitals, under dif-
ferent dynasties, in peace and in war. The 
forms and details of this ritual remained 
unchanged because they were set down 
in the Book of Rites, one of the Confucian 
Five Classics. The book states firmly, “The 
wise kings of old knew that the rules of 
ceremony could not be dispensed with, 
while the ruin of states, the destruction of 
families and the punishing of individuals 

The main structure of the 
Temple of Heaven, south of 
Beijing. Here the emperor 
performed the ceremonies 
that renewed the Mandate 
of Heaven that gave him the 
authority to reign as the Son 
of Heaven.
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are always preceded by the abandonment of these rules.” Liter-
ally the whole country’s welfare depended on the emperor’s car-
rying out these rites in the proper form. His duty was to ensure 
that human affairs be kept in perfect harmony with the Will of 
Heaven. Only he, the Son of Heaven, could perform them.

The winter solstice ceremony carried out by the emperor 
marked the return to power of the yang force, which symbolizes 
the visible heaven and the sun after the yin winter of cold and 
darkness. At the summer solstice the emperor performed a simi-
lar rite on the north side of the capital—the direction of earth, on 
which all life depends. Because yang had reached the height of its 
power, it was time to turn the balance-wheel and honor yin. The 
northern altar was square, the shape of earth, and the predomi-
nant color of the emperor’s ceremonial robes, the offerings, and 
the vessels used was yellow. In addition the offerings were buried 
in the earth, not burned.

THE THREE sACRifiCEs
The sacrifices of state Confucianism were divided into Great, 
Medium, and Small. A government department, the Board of 
Rites, provided officials who guided all the participants, from 
emperor to musicians, through their duties. The emperor himself 
could delegate others to perform the Small and Medium rites. In 
fact his officials regularly performed such rites at temples of the 
state religion in the capitals of provinces, prefectures, and coun-
ties throughout the empire. Among the Medium sacrifices were 
those offered to Confucius in temples dedicated to his honor. 

One of the Medium sacrifices was, however, customarily per-
formed by the emperor at the Temple of Agriculture, southwest 
of the capital. At the beginning of the agricultural year, as Chinese 
farmers planted their crops, the emperor plowed six furrows in a 
sacred field. Princes and high officials plowed additional furrows. 
The empress performed yet another ceremony at an altar dedi-
cated to the wife of Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor. Huang Di’s 
wife was considered the patroness of silkworms because accord-
ing to legend she had discovered the process of silk making. 

Rituals and Standards of Conduct
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TEmPLEs aT Qufu

The largest and most important Confucian temple was at Con-
fucius’s family home in Qufu. By the time of the Ming dynasty 

(1368–1644) the sacred site occupied 49 acres, including several 
hundred halls and pavilions containing statues and pillars carved 
with the sage’s words and praise for them. The heart of this complex 
is the Dacheng Dian, or Great Hall of Confucius. A short path leads 
through rows of trees to the entrance. The lower of its two roofs is 
supported by 10 marble pillars. Around each pillar carved dragons 
slide through puff s of clouds. Golden dragons recline on the blue 
beams that support the roof. Inside stand statues of Confucius, four 
companions who followed him in his wanderings, and 12 other disci-
ples. Ceremonies take place in this Great Hall on Confucius’s birthday 
(September 28) and in each season of the year. For centuries pilgrims 
have come to the awesome site to worship Confucius and ask his 
help with exams, promotions, troubles with children, and so forth.

The dragon is a powerful symbol in Chinese mythology and 
legend tells how dragons stood guard at the birth of Confucius.  
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THE EmPERoR’s sACRifiCEs 
There were four Great Sacrifices that only the emperor could 
perform. In addition to those to heaven and earth there was one 
to the dynastic ancestors and one to the gods of soil and grain. 
These sacrifices had been carried out since long before the time 
of Confucius, but over the centuries they had become part of the 
Confucian system. These were never public ceremonies; only 
those who had a specific role to play in a ritual were permitted 
to be present. The Book of Rites prescribed other ceremonies for 
times of unusual misfortunes, such as flood, famine, drought, or 
war. Though officials versed in the Book of Rites served as mas-
ters of ceremony to assist the emperor, they were not regarded 
as priests.

CuLT of ConfuCius
The sacrifices to Confucius took three forms. First, from the time 
of his death, his own descendants had carried out ancestral rites 
to him at the family home at Qufu in Lu, in today’s Shandong 
province. Then when Confucius became the patron saint of the 
scholar class, all institutions of learning developed rituals to him. 
And last, as Confucius’ teachings became entrenched in the state 
religion, he was honored as the most illustrious of China’s sages. 

During the Han dynasty (206 b.c.e.–220 c.e.), the scholar-offi-
cials encouraged the building of temples to Confucius throughout 
the empire. It seemed appropriate to honor him as the founder of 
the state religion and as a god, although there were always Confu-
cian scholars who resisted the tendency to deify the sage.

TEmPLE of ConfuCius in BEiJing
The great temple of Confucius in Beijing, second only to the one 
at Confucius’s family home in Qufu, was begun in 1273 and com-
pleted in 1306. The actual temple holds tablets of wood, some 
of them gilded, inscribed with the names of Confucius and his 
disciples. Outside in the grounds stand scores if not hundreds of 
stone steles with the details of those who came first in the impe-
rial examination—with full records of their lineage and achieve-

Rituals and Standards of Conduct
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ments. The building has been rebuilt many 
times since the 14th century. 

On certain days in the second and 
eighth months of the lunar year ceremo-
nies took place in honor of the sage. They 
began with the striking of a great bell at 
about three o’clock in the morning. A mas-
ter of ceremonies guided the participants 
through the ornate and complicated rites. 
With genufl ections and prayers offerings 
of grain, fruit, oil, wine, jade, and silk were 
presented. One of the features of the cer-
emonies was music, for Confucius was 

particularly fond of it. An orchestra dressed in the costumes of 
the Ming court (1368–1644) played ancient instruments. A choir 
sang poetry composed for the occasion and rows of dancers 
holding feather wands solemnly performed steps that had been 

hallowed by tradition. This ceremony was 
the model for countless others held at the 
Confucian temples in other places.

famiLy riTuaLs
The emperor himself was the chief priest 
of the nation. Yet each household in the 
nation, even the humblest, had another 
“priest”—the father of the family that lived 
within. While Confucian ritual dominated, 
this was almost always interwoven with 
Daoist and/or Buddhist rituals, especially 
for births and deaths. The Chinese had 
paid special reverence to their ancestors 
long before the time of Confucius. Tab-
lets with the ancestors’ names were kept 
in shrines. It was the duty of the father to 
make sacrifi ces and report family matters 
to these shrines. He might sometimes be 

The	Book	of	Family	Rituals

The Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi who 
lived from 1130 to 1200 wrote an 
immensely infl uential book called 
Family Rituals. It contained forms of 
liturgy for the home. In preparing 
his work Zhu Xi drew on traditional 
sources but modifi ed them for 
simplicity’s sake. His goal was to 
eliminate practices that he thought 
were vulgar or superstitious. In later 
centuries foreign travelers noted 
that virtually every home in China 
possessed a copy of Zhu Xi’s book. 
From the 13th to the 20th century 
it served as a household guide to 
ritual and belief. It was also used in 
Vietnam, Korea, and Japan.

fLoWEr offErings

In recent years, as interest in Confucius 
has risen, the great temple of Confu-

cius in Beijing has once again become an 
active place of worship. Just before the 
key examinations in the summer, students 
and their parents come and make fl ower 
off erings to the statue of Confucius that 
stands in the main courtyard and off er 
incense and money gifts to aid their exam 
chances.
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assisted by his eldest son or his wife, but 
only he could actually address the ances-
tors by name. 

Rural villages often had a shrine for 
the families of the locality. Larger homes 
typically contained an offering hall to 
the east of the main room of the house. 
In the offering hall were four altars hold-
ing wooden tablets bearing the names of 
the ancestors. Each morning the head of 
the household visited the hall to report 
on family matters. The offering hall was 
also used for events such as a marriage or 
a child’s reaching adulthood. 

The forms of these family rituals varied 
at different times and places. All, however, 
followed the general practices of Confu-
cian thought. In general the higher a fam-
ily’s status the more likely they were to 
carry out the elaborate forms prescribed 
in the Book of Rites and similar books.

ChiLDhooD
As soon as possible children were taught 
to show proper behavior and respect for their elders. Zhu Xi’s 
book advises parents: “Children old enough to eat should be giv-
en food and taught to use their right hands in eating. Those old 
enough to talk should be taught their names and greetings such 
as ‘At your service,’ ‘Bless you,’ and ‘Sleep well. ’ Anytime they fail 
to behave properly toward (their seniors) they must be scolded 
and warned not to act that way again.”

When children were six they were taught the words for num-
bers and directions. “Boys should begin learning how to write, 
and girls should be taught simple women’s work.” Both boys and 
girls learned to recite the Analects. By the time they were nine boys 
were reciting other books of the Confucian Five Classics. For 

nEWBorn ChiLDrEn

One of the Five Classics, the Shijing, or 
Book of Poetry, contains two poems 

describing how to treat newborns. This 
one of the poems:

So he bears a son,
And puts him to sleep upon a bed,
Clothes him in robes,
Gives him a jade scepter to play with.
The child’s howling is very lusty;
In red greaves (leg armor) shall he fl are,
Be lord and king of house and home. 
Then he bears a daughter,
And puts her upon the ground,
Clothes her in swaddling clothes,
Gives her a loom-whorl to play with.
For her no decorations, no emblems;
Her only care the wine and food,
And how to give no trouble to father and 
mother.

(In Arthur Waley (translator), The 
Book of Songs.)

Rituals and Standards of Conduct
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Children playing outside a 
Chinese village. Long before 
Confucius’s time the Chinese 
valued male children more 
than females. This is was 
deeply ingrained cultural 
attitude that survives to this 
day. The different treatment 
of boys and girls began at 
birth. 

girls the books Biographies of Admirable Women by Liu Hsiang and 
Han court historian Ban Zhao’s Education for Women were recom-
mended. At 10 boys went to a school outside the home but girls 
remained at home, taking “instruction in compliance and obe-
dience and the principal household tasks.” Those tasks included 
breeding silkworms, weaving, sewing, and cooking. Study of such 
things taught a girl “the hardships through which food and cloth-
ing are obtained so that she will not dare to be extravagant.”

Coming of agE
A boy’s becoming a man and a girl’s becoming a woman were 
occasions for special ceremonies. The ceremony for a boy was 
usually celebrated when he was between the ages of 15 and 20. 
Three days before the ceremony the boy’s father invited another 
man to be the sponsor. At dawn on the day of the event three sets 
of caps and robes were set out, and the participants assembled at 
the offering hall or the village shrine. 

The head of the family entered first, followed in order of age by 
witnesses to the ceremony. Inside the hall the sponsor placed the 
cap on the boy’s head, and the boy went to a side room to don his 
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long gown and shoes. The ceremony was repeated twice more 
with other garments such as a leather belt and boots. The spon-
sor then gave the boy his adult name. Afterward the boy’s father 
presented him to the elders of the village as a full-fl edged adult. 

For a girl a similar ceremony took place when she became 
engaged, usually between the ages of 14 and 20. The girl’s mother 
was the presiding woman, and once more a sponsor was invited. 
The sponsor placed a pin in the girl’s hair and placed a woman’s 
cap on her head. The girl then put on adult clothing and received 
a new name. Ceremonies for both boys and girls were followed 
by parties at the young person’s home, at which the sponsor was 
guest of honor.

marriagE
Children had virtually no say in the choice of a husband or wife. 
The parents on both sides made the decision and began negotia-
tions through an intermediary. The deci-
sion was important to the groom’s family, 
for it meant the arrival of a new member 
in its household. A suitable match was of 
equal importance to the bride’s family, 
because if the marriage failed the bride 
would be returned to the family. The 
bride’s family was expected to give a dow-
ry, a gift of money or property, to the fam-
ily of the groom. 

The ancestors of each family were con-
sulted, and after the intermediary had 
negotiated the dowry the groom’s father 
made a report at his ancestors’ shrine. He 
then had a younger brother of the groom 
take the written betrothal agreement 
to the bride’s family. The bride’s family 
entertained the messenger, and the bride’s 
father took the document to his ancestors’ 
shrine. 

marriagE riTuaLs

Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi’s book, Family 
Rituals, contains intricate formu-

las and explanations for all the marriage 
rites. For example when the groom visits 
his bride’s family home after the marriage, 
her father must greet him at the doorway. 
Zhu Xi wrote that the groom  “bows, then 
kneels, then takes (the father’s) hand. 
They enter, and he is presented to his 
wife’s mother. She is standing inside the 
left door to the inner quarters. The groom 
bows outside the door. All parties give 
gifts of silk.” The groom has not previously 
met the bride’s mother or other relatives or 
been served wine and food in their home. 
“The reason,” explains Zhu Xi, “is that the 
bride has not yet been presented to her 
parents-in-law.”

Rituals and Standards of Conduct
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The day before the wedding the bride’s family sent messen-
gers to lay out the dowry in the groom’s chamber. On the wed-
ding day the groom went on horseback to the bride’s home. Her 
father made a fi nal report to the ancestors and then instructed 
his daughter as to her duties. The groom, bringing the traditional 
present of a goose, was invited into the house. The bride entered 

a carriage, usually decorated with red, the 
traditional bridal color, and the groom 
led the way to his house. There the two 
young people were honored with a feast. 
No priest or offi cial pronounced them 
husband and wife. By exchanging cups 
of wine they made themselves a married 
couple.

The spirit of the ceremony was the 
shifting of the bride from her family to the 
groom’s family. The day after the feast the 
bride was presented offi cially to her in-
laws. If she was the wife of the eldest son 
she served her in-laws their food, a duty 
that would continue as long as her new 
mother and father lived. On the third day 
after the wedding the bride was presented 
at the ancestral shrine of her new family. 
The day after that the groom again visited 
his bride’s family, who entertained him.

fiLiaL PiETy
The family unit remained together for life. 
It was rare for a young couple to establish 
their own home. As long as the bride’s 
parents-in-law lived she had to serve them 
with humility and respect. However, the 
same was true for the sons of the family. 
They had to greet their parents, using suit-
able phrases, each morning and evening. 

The	Dream	of	the	Red	Chamber

One of the greatest Chinese novels, 
The Dream of the Red Chamber, portrays 
the infl uence of Confucianism on 
an upper-class family. Written in 
the 18th century by Cao Queqin, 
the novel tells the story of the 
Jias, a large extended family. The 
central character, Jia Baoyu, is 
utterly dominated by his father. 
Baoyu fears his father’s anger so 
much that just thinking of it causes 
him to quake with fear. Baoyu’s 
mother is a powerless fi gure, but 
his grandmother, the mother of his 
father, commands respect because 
of her position as the oldest living 
member of the family. It is taken 
for granted that Baoyu must devote 
himself to the Confucian studies 
that will enable him to pass the 
imperial examinations. Baoyu is in 
love with one of his cousins, but his 
grandmother and father trick him 
into marrying another woman. At 
the novel’s end, however, when Baoyu 
has passed the highest level of the 
examinations, he abandons his wife 
and family to become a monk. 
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Even as adults they had to inform their parents when they were 
leaving the house. If the children invited friends to the house they 
could not entertain them in the main room, which was reserved 
for parents. Zhu Xi wrote, “In his service to his parents, a son 
should like what his parents like and respect whomever his par-
ents respect. This holds even for dogs and horses, so of course 
even more for people.”

Then, as now, there were some children whose behavior did 
not reach the proper standard. Zhu Xi advised those parents, 
“Should their son or daughter-in-law not be respectful or fi lial, 
the parents should not try to take an immediate dislike. Instead 
they should teach him or her. If he or she remains intractable, they 
should try rebukes. If there is still no improvement, they should 
try fl ogging. If, after many fl oggings, he or she still cannot behave 
properly, then they should expel their son or have their daugh-
ter-in-law divorced . . . Even if the son likes his wife very much, 
if his parents are displeased with her, he should divorce her. On 
the other hand, if the son dislikes his wife, 
yet his parents say she is good at serving 
them, then the son should fulfi ll his duty 
as husband for the rest of his life.”

DEaTh riTEs
The death of a family member set in 
motion elaborate and long-lasting cere-
monies. For the head of a family the period 
of mourning usually lasted for three years. 
During that time family members wore 
special clothing that changed according to 
the length of time passed since the death.

After the death of a loved one the fi rst 
duty was to place rice in the mouth of the 
deceased. Then the body was washed and 
dressed and laid in a coffi n. A soul seat and 
a soul cloth were placed next to the coffi n. 
Food and drink were placed on the soul 

News	of	a	Death

Neo-Confucian thinker, Zhu Xi, 
described every detail of proper 
behavior in his book, Family Rituals. 
If news of a death was received while 
a person was away from home, “On 
fi rst learning of a parent’s death, 
one wails, then changes clothes and 
departs. On the road, the bereaved 
wails whenever grief is felt and also 
on catching sight of the prefectural 
boundary, the county boundary, 
the city, and the home. On entering 
the gate, he goes to the front of the 
coffi n, bows twice, then changes his 
clothes twice, and takes up his place 
for wailing.” 

Rituals and Standards of Conduct



106 CONFUCIANISM

Family and friends gathered 
at a funeral ceremony 
on the plain outside the 
city of Xi’an in Shaanxi 
Province, China. The family 
are performing the rituals 
and offerings necessary to 
ensure that the spirit of the 
departed is at peace. 

seat every day for three months. The soul cloth was the reposito-
ry of the dead person’s soul while his or her body remained in the 
house. A banner was placed in front of the house to announce 
the death to friends and neighbors. Mourners brought presents 
such as incense, tea, candles, wine, fruit, money, or silk.

After three months the body was buried. A procession accom-
panied the body to the cemetery, where offerings were made to 
the god of earth. Food, clothing, and other gifts were buried with 
the body. The name of the deceased was added to the wooden 
tablets listing the family ancestors. During the three-year period 
of mourning sacrifices were made—two for good fortune and the 
final one for peace. If the deceased was the head of a family the 
ancestral tablets were changed. He was now the first generation 
of ancestors and the former generations were adjusted upward. 
Only five generations were actively venerated, and thus the newly 
deceased person’s great-great-grandfather’s tablet was “retired.”

Duty to parents did not cease with their death. At least once 
a day someone in the family had to visit the offering hall where 
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the ancestral tablets were kept. The eldest 
son, as head of the family, performed reg-
ular devotions to his father and the other 
ancestors. Those included reports on such 
events as births, coming of age, and wed-
dings. If the son had to leave on a trip last-
ing more than 10 days, he had to report 
the reasons for his upcoming absence to 
ancestors before departure. 

Special offerings to ancestors were per-
formed at each season of the year and on 
holidays. The day before a ceremony the 
offering hall was purifi ed with incense; 
and in the hall a table was set for dinner, 
complete with utensils, cups, bowls, and 
plates. On the day itself the family rose at 
dawn and set out the food and drink. Then 
the wooden ancestral tablets were set at 
their places around the table. The family 
greeted the spirits. Then, according to Zhu 
Xi’s book, “The spirits are urged to eat, 
then the door is closed. After the door is 
opened the sacrifi ced meat is taken away. 
Then the spirits are bid farewell . . . The leftovers are eaten.” 

ConfuCian sTaBiLiTy
This, then, was the world of Confucian China. For centuries the 
people of the world’s most populous nation followed the dictates 
that had been set down centuries before. Although to modern 
eyes their way of life might be authoritarian, stultifying, and 
oppressive, it produced a stable society in which each person 
knew his or her proper place. Rebels against the system were 
rare, for they faced the disapproval of living and dead alike. Few 
religions have had such a far-reaching infl uence on the daily life 
of so many people as Confucianism.

Court	Awards

A son might have the pleasure of 
reporting a posthumous title or 
promotion granted his ancestor by 
the court. These were often rewards 
that accompanied promotions won 
by the living. Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi’s 
word-for-word formula for such an 
announcement in his Family Rituals 
reads as follows: “On such day of 
such month we received an edict 
conferring on our [name of relative] 
the [name of offi ce] . . . [Name of 
living head of family], due to the 
instruction he received from his 
ancestors, holds a position at court 
beyond what he deserves. Through 
the grace of the sovereign, this honor 
has been conferred. [Head of family]’s 
salary came too late to support his 
parent, which leaves him unable to 
choke back his tears.”

Rituals and Standards of Conduct
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A CRISIS FOR 
CONFUCIANISM

CHAPTER 7

In the 16th and 17th centuries, great advances, developments, 
and changes were taking place in Europe. These included 

overseas exploration and establishment of trading links with the 
Americas, scientific and religious revolutions, and transforma-
tions in art and architecture. There were no such major changes 
in China. The following poem was written by Kong Shangren, 
a 17th-century descendant of Confucius, to express his enthu-
siasm about the new invention from Europe—“across the West-
ern Seas.” Eyeglasses were one of the products of the scientific 
revolution then beginning in Europe. Kong’s reaction was typical 
of China’s initial response to encountering European voyages of 
exploration.

White glass from across the Western Seas
Is imported through Macao:
Fashioned into lenses as big as coins,
They encompass the eyes in a double frame.
I put them on—it suddenly becomes clear;
I can see the very tips of things!
And read the fine print by the dim-lit window
Just like in my youth.

(In Jonathan Spence, The Search for Modern China.)



109

Painting depicting the clash 
between the Chinese and Japanese 
navies in 1894 at the Battle of 
the Yalu River, close to the border 
between China and Korea, during 
the fi rst Sino-Japanese War. 

A Crisis for Confucianism
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Ships used to illustrate a 
sailing route on a historical 
nautical chart. Portuguese 
ships arrived off the 
southeast coast of China in 
1516. The Chinese, repelled 
by the rough sailors with 
their crude ways, labeled 
them barbarians or foreign 
devils. Still, they allowed the 
Portuguese to use Macao on 
the South China Sea, south 
of Canton, as a trading port.

However, despite interest in and acquistion of some aspects 
of Western science and technology, the Chinese did not seize 
the opportunity to learn from Europe. In part this indifference 
was due to the very stability that the Confucian system provided. 
The Chinese officials, steeped in Confucianism, were tied to the 
worldview of China as the Middle Kingdom, the self-contained 
center of the world. In their view all essential knowledge flowed 
outward from China, not the other way around. This failure to 
adapt would be costly. Three and a half centuries after the first 
European vessels reached China, the Confucian worldview would 
be abruptly shattered.
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ThE arriVaL of ThE EuroPEans
After the arrival of the fi rst Portuguese 
ships in 1516 and the establishment of 
Macao as a Portuguese trading post on 
the southeastern coast of China in 1557, 
other Europeans came to trade, and with 
the traders came missionaries determined 
to spread Christianity to China and other 
parts of the Far East. 

In China the most established mission-
aries were the Jesuits—members of the 
Society of Jesus, a new Roman Catholic 
religious order that showed particular zeal 
in spreading Catholicism to Asia. Rather 
than trying to impose Christianity as a for-
eign religion and demanding that converts adopt new customs, 
however, the Jesuits worked to change China from within. The 
Jesuits learned the language and the literature of China, adopted 
Chinese manners, customs, and traditions, and studied the eth-
ics and teachings of Confucianism. Their knowledge of Chinese 
culture enabled the Jesuits to cultivate friendships with educated 
Chinese offi cials. In 1601 Matteo Ricci, a Jesuit priest, was per-
mitted to come to the capital, Beijing, and set up a missionary 
headquarters.

CHRisTiAniTy in A CHinEsE ConTExT
At the same time the Jesuits were explaining Christianity to 
the members of the court and the mandarins. They used terms 
familiar to the Chinese. For example, they equated the Chinese 
term for heaven, tien, with the Christian God. They showed 
marked respect for Confucius and his teachings. The Jesuits 
accepted ancestor worship, believing that it was an expression 
of respect rather than a religious practice. They regarded some 
of the popular rituals honoring Confucius as signs of respect for 
the sage’s teachings, which the Jesuits felt did not confl ict with 
Christianity.

EuroPEan infLuEnCEs

W ith their deep scientifi c knowledge 
and respect for Chinese culture, 

the Jesuits made a favorable impression. 
Chinese offi  cials were fascinated by such 
inventions as European clocks. The Jesu-
its’ skills in mathematics, calendar mak-
ing, and geography earned them favor 
in the imperial court. Jesuit priest Matteo 
Ricci displayed a map of the world—with 
Europe in the center. It off ended the Chi-
nese, so Ricci prepared a new map with 
China in the center. That map was more 
favorably received.

A Crisis for Confucianism
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 The Jesuits’ tolerant approach initially met with some success 
at the Chinese court. The Chinese were willing to accept Christian 
beliefs because in their philosophy, one religion did not negate 
the truth of another. Jesuits began to make Catholic converts in 
the closed circle of the court. By the 1640s, Chinese Catholicism 
could claim not only many members of the court but also the 
heir to the throne.
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In 1644 the 276-year-old Ming dynasty faced invaders from 
the north—the Manchus, who lived in the northeast beyond 
the Great Wall, the 1,450-mile (2,250-kilometer)-long defensive 
wall built from 214 b.c.e. to repel Turkish and Mongol invaders.
The Manchus captured the imperial capital and established the 
Qing dynasty. Although the Jesuits had supported and aided 
the Ming forces, the new Qing rulers permitted them to remain. 

Buddhism,	Confucianism,	
Daoism—All	as	One

Matteo Ricci, the Jesuit priest who lived 
in China from 1583 to 1610, reported 

that many Confucians also followed 
Buddhism or Daoism. He wrote: 

“The commonest opinion held here 
among those who consider themselves the 
most wise is to say that all three of these 
sects come together as one, and that you 

can hold them all at once . . . (such people 
feel) that as far as religion is concerned 
the more ways of talking about religion 
there are, all the more benefi t will that 
bring to the kingdom.” However, he 

felt that “in this (opinion) they deceive 
themselves and others and lead to 

great disorder.” 

(In Jonathan Spence, The Memory 
Palace of Matteo Ricci.)

A Crisis for Confucianism

The Great Wall of China has a 2,000-year history although 
many of the sections visible today date from the Ming 
dynasty. The wall stretches from the east of China to its 
west and is more than 4,000 miles (6,400 kilometers) long, 
although parts of it are in ruins or have disappeared. 
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However now the Jesuits’ attempts to bring Christianity to Chi-
na were being hampered by other Catholic European religious 
orders who were appalled at the Jesuits’ willingness to accept 
so many Confucian practices and beliefs. The Dominicans and 
the Franciscans demanded that the Chinese accept Christianity 
exclusively. They accused the Jesuits of distorting Christianity.

DEClinE of CHinEsE CHRisTiAniTy
The idea that there was only one true faith did not harmonize 
with the Chinese view of religion, however. The argument was 
presented to the pope. After a debate that went on for over a cen-
tury, the pope ruled against the Jesuits. Christianity made no fur-
ther headway in China. 

While the Chinese were getting a glimpse of the West the mis-
sionaries were writing home about China. Matteo Ricci trans-
lated the Chinese Classics, making some of the richness of the 
Chinese heritage available in Europe. In the 18th century, a time 
of intellectual ferment in Europe, such important figures as Fran-
çois-Marie Arouet (more popularly known as Voltaire), Gottfried 
Wilhelm von Leibniz, and Denis Diderot were impressed by Con-
fucius’s teachings. They saw Chinese civilization as humanistic 
and rational, not torn by religious fanaticism as the Europe of 
their time was. For a brief time some teachers and philosophers 
even proposed Confucius as a model for Europe. This early con-
tact between the West and China gave the Chinese a chance to see 
the achievements of a different culture. It offered the Chinese the 
stimulation of new ideas and inventions. However few Chinese 
knew of or were influenced by Western thought. Change seemed 
unnecessary because most Chinese were very content with their 
civilization and with Confucianism.

Qing ConfuCianism
Before the Manchus conquered China they had a kingdom in 
Manchuria, in China’s northeastern region. Over time they had 
come into contact with Chinese civilization and had adopted 
many of its ideas. Confucian ceremony was already a part of the-
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Manchu kingdom. When they came to power the Manchus soon 
became more Confucian than the Chinese. The Qing emperors 
continued to perform the age-old rituals to heaven and strongly 
endorsed Confucian studies. 

THE KAngxi EmPERoR
The greatest member of the Qing dynasty, the Kangxi emperor (r. 
1662–1722), strove to be a model Confucian ruler. The emperor 
began each day by listening to a lecture on the Confucian Clas-
sics, and he is said to have constantly reminded himself that one 
act of negligence on his part “may cause sorrow all through the 
country.” He practiced what he preached, making great efforts 
to control fl ooding, personally visiting distant parts of his realm, 
and reducing taxes many times during his long reign. He was a 
great patron of learning and art, sponsoring the writing of a dic-
tionary as well as an encyclopedia that ran to more than 5,000 
volumes.

nATionAl ConfiDEnCE AnD PRiDE
During the 17th and 18th centuries both 
the Manchu rulers and the Chinese were 
confi dent that theirs was the greatest civi-
lization in the world. Their Confucian 
state was grounded in religion. The state 
rites provided grandeur and acted out 
the philosophy of the universe espoused 
by the Neo-Confucians. While heaven 
controlled destiny, earth provided nour-
ishment. Heaven, earth, and humanity 
formed a trinity. The highest function of 
the emperor, who owed his appointment 
to heaven, was to make sure through his 
personal virtue and action that human 
affairs were conducted according to the 
will of heaven. He had to make sure that 
the nourishing power of earth was used 

The	Sacred	Edict	of	16	Articles

In 1672 the Kangxi emperor 
(r. 1662–1722), who strove to be a 
model Confucian ruler, promulgated 
the Sacred Edict of 16 Articles. 
These were maxims summarizing 
Confucian principles in simple 
language. The fi rst, for example, 
exhorted the people to “pay just 
regard to fi lial and fraternal duties.” 
Through the 16 Articles the emperor 
aimed to bring harmony to his realm 
by spreading Confucian values. The 
Articles were read in the schools and 
public squares on the fi rst and 15th 
days of each lunar month—a practice 
that continued in villages and towns 
until the 20th century.

A Crisis for Confucianism
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for the good of his subjects. When all 
worked correctly the whole universe was 
in harmony. Although the population did 
not take part in these rites, the concepts of 
Confucianism fi ltered downward.

Temples—which were often also 
schools—to Confucius were found in 
every town of the empire. The temple-
schools taught Confucian doctrine, and 
under the sponsorship of the Qing rulers 
more temple-schools were established so 
that most of the villages had at least one. 
On the fi rst day of school the young Chi-
nese scholar paid homage to Confucius, 
ensuring that Confucius would always be 

uppermost in his thoughts. Twice a month the imperial Sacred 
Edict of 16 Articles, the maxims summarizing Confucian prin-
ciples in simple language, was read aloud. Students learned the 
Five Classics by heart and thought of Confucius as the man who 
had molded their civilization. 

Confucianism infl uenced society at all levels. Each family fol-
lowed the practices of ancestor worship. Even the popular dei-
ties in Daoism and Buddhism that were not part of Confucianism 
refl ected its infl uence.

DEClinE WiTHin CHinA
The very success of Confucianism bred conservatism and resis-
tance to change. Although Confucius had looked to the past for 
guidance, he was open to new ideas. However now, by the end 
of the 18th century, Confucianism was still set in the traditional 
ways of the past. The imperial examinations followed the strict 
form that had been instituted during the Ming dynasty. A suc-
cessful student had not only to demonstrate knowledge of the 
Zhu Xi form of Confucianism but also to write it in the proper 
form, the “eight-legged essay.” Candidates bought preparatory 
books much like the College Board study books of today. They 

Confucian	Values

All over China homes held statues of 
gods arranged in a hierarchical order 
that refl ected the Confucian order 
of importance. Nor could Daoism 
and Buddhism resist its infl uence. 
Their elaborate systems of many 
heavens and hells came to be ranked 
much like an extensive Confucian 
government. Confucian values were 
even found in a popular board game, 
the goal of which was to become 
an offi cial. 
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had to memorize the enormous literature 
of traditional Confucianism; creativity in 
writing the answers guaranteed failure. 
The original thoughts of Confucius were 
becoming lost in rote memorization. His 
ideas were becoming a formula. By lim-
iting the intellectual talent of the nation 
with this narrow formula, China started 
to stagnate.

ThE shoCK of DEfEaT
In the 19th century the European nations 
and the United States became more aggres-
sive in trying to establish a regular trading 
relationship with China. The Chinese gov-
ernment restricted all foreign traders to 
the area around the port of Canton. The 
emperor refused to allow foreign govern-
ments to establish regular diplomatic rela-
tions with his court. The Confucian world 
order did not allow equal relationships 
with those they regarded as inferior.

oPium AnD iTs sPREAD
However, as China stagnated, Western 
nations moved forward with scientifi c and 
industrial revolutions. Now Europeans 
and Americans were engaged in a race to 
develop markets for their products. Previ-
ously China had been self-suffi cient and 
had little use for foreign goods. However 
the British hit on a product that had wide 
appeal: opium. After British ships began 
to bring opium from their colony in India, 
China became fl ooded with the drug and a 
serious addiction problem developed. 

The	Road	to	Success

The Confucian system was 
self-regulating. Through the 

examination system it provided 
the “priests” of Confucianism. 

The examination system was the 
single road to success in China. No 
merchant, no matter how wealthy, 
was as respected as a government 
offi cial. Every family hoped that 

one of its sons would have enough 
ability to pass the exams. Those 

who passed the exams had a 
strong incentive to support and 

continue the system. And during 
the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) Neo-

Confucianism provided a stability 
and a prosperity that seemed stable 

and permanent.
Yet this high point marked the 

beginning of a decline. Scholars 
who carefully read the Yi Jing, one 

of the Five Classics, might have 
seen this. The name of the 55th 

hexagram of the book is feng, 
meaning “abundance” or “fullness.” 

The text describes it:
Abundance has success.

The king attains abundance.
Be not sad. 

Be like the sun at midday.

However as one of the appendices 
to the Yi Jing points out: Yi Jing points out: Yi Jing

“When the sun stands at midday, it 
begins to set.”

A Crisis for Confucianism
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Commissioner Lin wrote Queen Victoria of Great Britain a now-famous letter asking her to stop the 
opium trade. Calling on her better nature he reminded her that she would not want the effects of drug 

abuse for her own subjects. Thus, Lin asked, why did she allow her merchants to sell it to others? It is not 
known whether Victoria received the letter, but there was no reply to his appeal.   

The emperor responded by forbidding the use or the import-
ing of opium. However by then its use was already widespread, 
and it continued to be smuggled through Canton. In 1839 the 
emperor appointed one of his most respected officials, Lin Zexu, 
as a special commissioner. Lin’s assignment was to go to Canton 
and clear up the problem.
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Commissioner Lin was the premier product of the Confucian 
system, and he attacked the problem in a typical Confucian way. 
In public proclamations he told of the evil effects of the drugs. 
He ordered all smokers to turn over their opium and drug para-
phernalia. He called 600 students to a special session. After ask-
ing them conventional questions about the Chinese Classics, he 
asked them to name the drug dealers they knew and what they 
would do about the drug problem. It was an interesting twist on 
the examination system.

Lin felt that an appeal to reason and virtue would sway the 
British ruler, Queen Victoria, but he received no response from 
her. So the imperial commissioner took the dramatic step of tak-
ing the foreign merchants prisoner, holding them hostage until 
they agreed to surrender the opium in their ships. They complied. 
After offering a sacrifice in apology to the spirit of the southern 
sea, Lin dumped the cargoes of opium into the ocean. 

This action brought on the Opium War (1839–42) between 
China and Great Britain. It was a one-sided conflict. British war-
ships sank the smaller, lightly armed Chinese ships and took 
control of the coast. When British troops landed and marched 
toward Beijing, the emperor asked for peace terms.

foREign sETTlEmEnT in CHinA
The Chinese defeat brought about a revolution in China’s relation-
ships with foreign countries. More ports were opened to foreign 
trade, and the island of Hong Kong was ceded to Britain. Other 
European powers demanded equal treatment. China was forced 
to allow the foreigners to live in its cities, giving them extraterri-
toriality. This meant that foreigners accused of crimes were tried 
in their own courts, even if the victims of the crime were Chinese. 
Extraterritoriality showed the foreigners’ open contempt for the 
legal system of China. 

Yet the Chinese were powerless to resist. Other military defeats 
brought more loss of territory. In a war with France in 1884 Chi-
na lost its big brother/little brother relationship with Vietnam. 
France moved to make Vietnam and the rest of Southeast Asia a 

A Crisis for Confucianism



120 CONFUCIANISM

colony. In treaties with Western nations, China lost control over 
its tariffs on foreign goods. Christian missionaries were free to 
roam the country to try to make converts. 

This series of defeats was a profound shock to China and the 
Confucian system. The emperor’s scholar-officials asked them-
selves this question: How could China be so weak in relation to 
the Western countries? It was a question that Chinese officials 
tried to come to grips with for the next 100 years. During that 
time China struggled with the problem of how to remain true to 
the Confucian tradition while adapting to the wider world that 
had so rudely thrust itself into China’s affairs. 

The Chinese government’s initial reaction to its humiliation 
was to call for a strengthening of traditional values. Many schol-
ars felt that China’s weakness was the result of not holding closely 
enough to Confucian traditions. Others, such as Commissioner 
Lin himself, realized that the Chinese needed to learn more about 
the West and its scientific and technological skills. A prince of 
the imperial family sought to modernize China’s military forc-
es by adopting Western technology, training, and procurement 
of equipment. Scholars set to work translating foreign works of 
geography, history, politics, and law. This phase was known as 
the Self-Strengthening Movement.

DEfEAT By JAPAn
Yet change came slowly to Chinese society, with its centuries 
of adherence to the Confucian ways. China’s smaller neighbor, 
Japan, proved more adaptable. Using Western advisors, Japan 
built its own military force and invaded Korea in 1894. Korea 
turned to China for help. 

The resulting conflict was the greatest of China’s humilia-
tions. The Japanese fleet soundly defeated the Chinese ships, and 
Japanese troops landed on Chinese soil. In the peace negotiations 
China was forced to cede some of its territory to Japan. The Con-
fucian world order was turned upside down. Japan, which had 
learned Confucianism from China, defeated the nation that had 
long regarded itself as the teacher and parent of Asia.
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ThE LasT grEaT ConfuCian
The shock of this defeat galvanized some of China’s younger 
scholars into action. In the spring of 1895, gathering at the jin-
shi (highest grade) examinations in Beijing, these young men 
found others of the same mind. They presented a long “memo-
rial,” or proposal, to the imperial court, setting forth a program 
of modernization and reform. The leader of this group was Kang 
Youwei, a 37-year-old scholar from the Canton area. Kang had 
already attracted attention for his command of the Confucian 
Classics and his unusual interpretations of them. He had argued 
that Confucius had not resisted social change and that Confu-
cianism should not be a bar to development and progress. It may 
have been this very creativity that had prevented Kang from pass-
ing the highest level of the examination system.

REnEWing THE olD, ACCEPTing THE nEW
Kang had carefully studied Western scientific works and was also 
influenced by Buddhism. His goal became to create a synthesis of 
old and new, preserving the essence of Confucianism while tak-
ing what was appropriate from other traditions. He saw himself 
as a new sage determined to overthrow the stultifying system. 
He strongly criticized Neo-Confucianism, claiming that it had 
distorted Confucius’s original teachings. For the rest of his life 
he would seek to save Confucianism by renewing it in his own 
fashion. 

The young scholars’ proposal found a sympathetic ear in 
the emperor Guangxu, who had studied English and was eager 
to modernize his reign. However the emperor was only 24 and 
still dominated by his elderly aunt, Cixi, known as the dowager 
empress. Three years later, however, with his aunt in retirement 
at her lavish summer palace, Guangxu acted on the proposal. He 
issued a series of decrees aimed at modernizing China.

Kang Youwei and other reform-minded scholars were appoint-
ed as secretaries in the emperor’s council. The entrenched Neo-
Confucian bureaucracy saw Guangxu’s decrees as a threat to 
their power, however. Many sincerely felt that overturning the 

A Crisis for Confucianism
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Portrait of Cixi, the “dowager empress” of China, whose stubborn resistance to change within 
China led to a revolution that overthrew the last Chinese emperor and caused his official 

abdication as the Son of Heaven in 1912.  
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Neo-Confucian system would strip China 
of its core values. Abruptly, in September 
1898 the dowager empress returned to the 
capital and seized control of the govern-
ment. She announced that the emperor 
had asked her to resume power. In real-
ity he was imprisoned on an island in the 
palace grounds. The dowager empress 
executed several of his young advisers. 
Fortunately for Kang Youwei he had left 
the city a short time before. He escaped to 
Hong Kong, later returned to China, and 
then left for Canada.

THE BoxER REBEllion 
The Qing dynasty had lost its last oppor-
tunity to save itself by reforming the Con-
fucian system. Two years later, in 1900, 
with the encouragement of government 
offi cials, a secret society whose members 
were called Boxers attacked Westerners 
living in China and began to destroy every-
thing and anyone involved in the Western 
culture in China. The Boxer Rebellion, as 
it is known, burned missionary churches, houses in the foreign 
sections of Chinese cities, and diplomatic embassies. Finally an 
eight-nation military force invaded China and ended the rebel-
lion. This action ended China’s illusions about its supremacy. 

Too late the dowager empress saw the need for reform. At 
her invitation some offi cials presented another proposal to the 
throne. It concluded, “Unless we cultivate talents, we cannot 
expect to exist. Unless we promote education we cannot culti-
vate talents. Unless we reform civil and military examinations, 
we cannot promote education.” The empress responded by abol-
ishing the examination system, setting up modern schools, and 
sending Chinese students to study abroad.

The	Hundred	Days	Reform

The “Hundred Days Reform” called 
for the overhaul of the examination 
system. The eight-legged essay would 
be dropped, along with tests on 
fi ne calligraphy and poetry. Instead 
questions would focus on practical 
governmental problems. Indeed, 
the entire Chinese school system 
would now prepare students not to 
be Confucian scholars but experts in 
such subjects as mining, medicine, 
agriculture, and the development 
of industry. Guangxu also made 
sweeping changes in the government 
structure, establishing bureaus to deal 
with foreign trade, the production of 
export goods, mines, railways, and 
a government budget. The reforms 
addressed China’s military needs with 
a plan to build or purchase modern 
warships that would be the equal of 
any nation’s.

A Crisis for Confucianism
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THE lAsT EmPERoR
Chinese scholars had studied Western forms of government to 
learn the secret of the West’s success. They found that the gov-
ernments of most of the Western nations were controlled by 
elected officials. Japan too had overthrown the Tokugawa sho-
gunate and adopted a constitutional form of government with 
an elected legislature—though the Japanese emperor continued 
to rule officially. Guided by these examples various movements 

A print depicting English 
and French troops during 
the Boxer Rebellion of 
1900. When foreign soldiers 
crushed the rebellion, 
China’s rulers realized—too 
late—that changes were 
needed in the ancient 
Confucian examination 
system and in the country’s 
constitutional structure.  
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sprang up to bring constitutional government to China. In 1911 
revolution broke out, and on February 12, 1912, the last dynasty 
in China’s long history fell. With the abdication of the last Son of 
Heaven no one was left to carry out the ancient Confucian rites 
for the nation. As China faced a new and uncertain future one 
of the most important questions was what role Confucianism 
would have in it.

A Crisis for Confucianism
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CONFUCIANISM 
INTO THE 
TWENTY–FIRST 
CENTURY

CHAPTER 8

As China moved from ancient empire to modern and fragile 
 republic, Confucianism’s survival was hardly guaranteed. 

Many argued that it was a dead tradition, lacking the innovative 
spirit needed to transform China into a modern nation. Circum-
stances seemed to support this opinion. From the perspective 
of the ancient Celestial Empire the Chinese world was horribly 
disfigured: Vietnam was now a French colony, Korea had been 
annexed by Japan, and the Japanese were now looking toward 
Europe rather than China. 

History has shown that rumors of Confucianism’s demise 
were greatly exaggerated. China and other nations of the Confu-
cian world have been wracked by war and revolution. Yet despite 
this Confucianism has survived. Now into a new century, the 
future of Confucianism is unclear, but there are positive signs 
that Confucianism is once again adapting to new circumstanc-

A performance staged to mark the 2,557th anniversary of the 
birth of Confucius. The ceremony took place on September 28, 
2006 in the Confucian Temple, at Qufu in Shandong Province. 
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es and offering its wisdom to new generations in east Asia and 
beyond. With the new openness of the Chinese government to 
Confucianism, that influence will likely increase.

ConfuCianism During ThE rEPuBLiC
In the period between the dowager empress, Cixi, who domi-
nated the young emperor Guangxu (r. 1875–1908), and the birth 
of the republic in 1912, more radical pro-Western notions had 
gained popularity. Many leading voices were all too willing to rid 
China of any vestiges of Confucius. However there were politi-
cal leaders in the new republic who believed that Confucianism 
could support this novel form of government. Sun Yat-sen, the 
first president, declared that “Confucius and Mencius were both 
exponents of democracy.” Not all agreed. Yuan Shih-kai, a former 
imperial general, succeeded Sun Yat-sen as president. Under his 
leadership a serious attempt was made to reinstate the sacrificial 
rites. As president he continued the spring and autumn rituals 
at the Confucian temple in Beijing. Yuan ordered local govern-
ment officials to continue ceremonies at the Confucian temples 
throughout China.

 WARloRDs AnD young lEADERs
Yuan Shih-kai’s viewpoints reflected elements of the new con-
servative movement’s basic program: the study of the Confucian 
classics and restoration of Confucianism to its central place in 
China. Unfortunately for the conservatives Yuan proved to be a 
disastrous leader, for during his four years as president he slowly 
increased his authority with the hope of restoring a monarchy. 
Ultimately his plan failed, and his self-serving imperial drive led 
the country into lawlessness and disorder upon his death in 1916. 
Though the republican government continued to exist, war-
lords with their own armies controlled large areas of the coun-
try. Yuan’s misadventure increased anti-Confucianism among 
China’s Western-trained youth, who were now convinced that 
unless China discarded the old system social and political prog-
ress were impossible.
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One of the most infl uential of the young leaders was Chen 
Duxiu (1879–1942), a popular French-trained professor at Bei-
jing University. Through his magazine New Youth he called on 
China’s young generation to renew the country and to do away 
with things of the past. He argued for Westernization and the 
adoption of science and democracy. He urged his readers “to fi ght 
Confucianism, the old tradition of virtue and rituals, the old eth-
ics and the old politics, the old learning and the old literature.” 

The May Fourth Movement of 1919 was due largely to the 
increasing infl uence of people like Chen Duxiu. On that day 
5,000 students took to Beijing’s streets to protest the Treaty of 
Versailles, the peace settlement ending World War I (1914–18). 
The Versailles Treaty granted Japan rights to the province of 
Shantung, the ancestral home of Confucius. The Chinese viewed 
this as a serious betrayal, since they had joined the Western allies 
in the war. The accession to Japan reinforced Chinese fears about 
their weak country and the necessity of Chinese self-reliance. 
Demonstrations spread throughout China. In many cities Confu-
cianism was targeted. Even in Qufu, the home of Confucius, stu-
dents paraded and chanted the slogan, “Destroy the old curiosity 
shop of Confucianism.” This cry became a 
national slogan for the rejection of tradi-
tional culture. 

CHiAng KAi-sHEK
By the late 1920s the health of the repub-
lic had improved but concerns about 
Confucianism’s place in Chinese culture 
persisted. General Chiang Kai-shek, the 
ideological successor to Sun Yat-sen, 
defeated the warlords, thus unifying most 
of the country. Confucianism made a small 
but signifi cant  comeback under his leader-
ship. Chiang ordered his military offi cers 
to dedicate their free time to reading the 
Confucian classics, he made Confucius’s 

Japanese	Rule	in	China

From 1937 to 1945 the Chinese 
suffered under brutal Japanese 
occupation. Ironically the Japanese 
treated Confucian temples with more 
respect than they did the Chinese 
people. At the Confucian Temple at 
Qufu, the home of Confucius, for 
example, the Japanese continued to 
offer temple sacrifi ces throughout 
the occupation. Remarkably biscuits 
left by the fl eeing Kong family at the 
time of Japanese invasion were found 
undisturbed after the war.

Confucianism into the Twenty-fi rst Century
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China’s national flag was 
adopted in 1949 at the 
founding of the People’s 
Republic of China. The 
large star symbolizes the 
Communist Party and the 
small stars represent the 
people of China. 

birthday a national holiday, and his government provided pro-
tection for Confucian temples. In 1934 Chiang inaugurated the 
New Life Movement based on the Confucian virtues. However it 
would be short-lived.

ConfuCianism unDEr Communism
After World War II (1939–45) China was seized by a violent civil 
war between Chiang Kai-shek’s national government and Com-
munist rebels led by Mao Zedong. In 1949 the Communists 
emerged victorious, establishing the People’s Republic of China. 
The Communist government had little tolerance for religion, the 
“opiate of the people,” being unscientific and thus obsolete. “I 
hated Confucius from the age of eight,” Mao told his followers. 
According to the Chairman, Confucianism helped a small group 
of people amass power for themselves at the majority’s expense. 

The irony of Mao’s rejection of Confucianism is that he exhib-
ited many traditional Chinese characteristics. Both Chinese and 
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Western observers note that he ruled Chi-
na in much the same way as the emperors 
he criticized. 

Marxist ideology as interpreted by Mao 
became the basis for a new system of eth-
ics as pervasive as Confucian ethics had 
been. Marxism, named after its founder 
German philosopher and economist Karl 
Marx (1818–83), supposes that through 
conflict the succession of feudalism, capi-
talism, socialism, and a classless society 
is inevitable. Communist cells and study 
groups replaced the family as the enforc-
ers of social stability. Even Mao’s special 
brand of Marxism exhibited a classical 
Chinese worldview. Breaking from the 
communism of Russia, he understood 
China as teacher of the nations and sought 
to spread his own form of Marxism throughout the world. Argu-
ably much of this would not have been possible without China’s 
deep Confucian roots.

THE CulTuRAl REVoluTion
The greatest damage to Confucianism came during the turmoil 
of the Cultural Revolution, a decade-long campaign designed by 
Mao to reinstill the revolutionary fervor of the past, to destabi-
lize the then-entrenched Chinese Communist Party, and finally 
to root out traditional Chinese culture. 

Ardent young Maoists called Red Guards went on a nation-
wide rampage, destroying lives and national cultural treasures. 
Confucian tombs in the forest of Qufu were vandalized; temples 
were either destroyed or turned into factories; schools were 
closed; teachers were humiliated publicly, often killed, or sent 
away to work on farms. In 1974 Mao ordered an intensification 
of the fight against Confucius. Persecution subsided only after 
Mao’s death two years later. 

Statue in China of Mao 
Zedong who led the 
Communist rebels to victory 
in 1949. Although Mao 
rejected the Five Classics, he 
understood the importance 
of literature and the written 
word. Mao’s Red Book, filled 
with his own revolutionary 
Communist maxims, 
replaced the Five Classics.

Confucianism into the Twenty-first Century
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THE AfTERmATH
Since 1976 government repression of religion has relaxed con-
siderably. In 1979 the state changed its offi cial policy, asserting 
religion’s role in “the development of human society.” The result 
has been a Chinese religious renaissance. Though still offi cially 
atheist, the Communist government continues to show signs 
of gradual openness in the economic, political, and religious 
spheres of life. The government still holds a fi rm grip on religious 
practice, however. Ever fearful of religion’s threatening infl uence 

on society and the government, it repress-
es “unoffi cial” groups deemed potentially 
subversive and unpatriotic.

While Buddhism and Daoism revived 
immediately after the end of the Cultural 
Revolution, the Confucian temples long 
remained empty monuments to a past 
age. In recent years, though, worshippers 
have returned—not in the droves that 
visit Buddhist temples or climb Daoist 
sacred mountains, but enough to give the 
few remaining Confucian temples a sense 
of life returning. However very few Con-
fucian temples are still in existence, com-
pared with the thousands of Buddhist and 
Daoist temples. And the few that remain 
are only really busy at examination times 
when students visit to make offerings for 
successful results. 

LiVing ConfuCianism
It might appear that the early-20th-cen-
tury debate on China’s future was divided 
between only two forces: conservatives 
who hoped to restore Confucianism and 
radicals who believed in total Western-
ization. However there were others who 

nEW ConfuCian TEaChings

A lthough New Confucians represent a 
diverse group some generalizations 

can be made about their basic teachings. 
Central to New Confucianism is the stress 
on reviving two traditional Confucian 
themes: the unifi cation of inner virtue 
(neishing, “sageliness within”) with exter-
nal merits (waiwang, “kingliness without”), 
and the unifi cation of the natural and 
moral orders. Another characteristic is the 
movement’s cosmopolitanism. New Con-
fucians seek to balance the insights of the 
West with the teachings of Confucianism. 
While often critical of the Occident, they 
are generally open to Western art, science, 
and technology inasmuch as these sup-
port Confucian norms. Gone are the days 
of Confucian self-congratulation and fear-
ful isolation. Finally the movement may 
also be identifi ed by its belief that Con-
fucianism is fundamentally an inclusive 
humanism. The virtue of ren, or humanity, 
is the true mark of genuine Confucianism, 
and it may not be isolated to Chinese cul-
ture alone. Ren lies at the heart of all social 
ethics, personal cultivation, and thought.
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A procession of traditionally 
dressed Confucian students, 
officials, and teachers 
celebrating the birthday 
of Confucius in the town of 
Qufu. Birthday celebrations 
are traditionally held for 
Confucius on September 
28th not only in China, but 
also in Taiwan and Korea.

adopted a more constructive attitude. “New Confucians” are 
dedicated to reform and reclamation of the value and spirit of 
Confucianism for the modern world. Over the last hundred years 
they have been outspoken critics of the tradition and of reformist 
thought within their own movement. Though called New Confu-
cians they understand their project as being in continuity with 
the early Confucian tradition.

In the years following the Maoist takeover of China formal 
renewal of Confucianism declined in the land of its birth. Con-
fucian thought shifted to Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the United 
States. In this new period New Confucians were not just writing 
books, but also founding and revitalizing Confucian educational 
institutions. New Asia College, Hong Kong, is one example. The 
college embodies the New Confucian endeavor. Its goal is to revi-
talize the spirit of learning that once characterized the Song and 
Ming Dynasties. Reflecting the movement’s basic openness, it 

Confucianism into the Twenty-first Century
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borrows the tutorial system of European 
universities, directs students in the studies 
of the humanities, and serves as a bridge 
between East and West.

HonoRing ConfuCius 
Throughout the Chinese-speaking world, 
one can still observe Confucian rituals and 
ceremonies. In Hong Kong Confucius’s 
birthday (September 28) is commemorat-
ed at the city’s temple. In Taiwan, where 
the 77th descendant of Confucius lives 
today, Confucius’ birthday is known as 
Teacher’s Day. During this national holi-
day all teachers are honored for continu-
ing the great tradition of the “Teacher of 
All Generations.” Special services, includ-
ing dances dating from the Ming dynasty, 
are conducted at the Confucian temples 
on the island. And in June throughout 

the Chinese world, the Dragon Boat Festival commemorates the 
death in 299 b.c.e. of the Confucian statesman Chu Yuan, who 
drowned himself to call attention to the need for government 
reform. Reform,  remember, is not new to Confucianism but has 
been part of the tradition from the beginning.

EConomiC gRoWTH THRougHouT AsiA 
Confucianism suffered for much of the 20th century because of its 
identifi cation with China’s imperial past. By the 1970s economic 
changes in east Asia forced critics to look anew at the region. Jap-
anese technology began to fl ood Western markets, transform-
ing the country into the world’s second-largest economy. By the 
1980s Japan had been joined by Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, 
and Hong Kong as some of the most vital national economies. 
Economic liberalization in the People’s Republic, begun in 1979 
with political reforms, continues to transform China. Since the 

souTh KorEa

South Korea, one of China’s “little broth-
ers,” continues its Confucian ways. Like 

Taiwan, it celebrates Confucius’s birthday 
(September 28). Seoul’s Sung Kyun Uni-
versity, founded in 1398 by King Taejo of 
the Chosun dynasty, is the oldest univer-
sity in Korea. While the curriculum has 
expanded, the institution maintains its 
original purpose: to enlighten the people 
of Korea and to produce national lead-
ers in government and scholarship based 
on Confucian philosophy and ethics. The 
ancient spring and autumn rituals are 
still performed at Seoul’s major Confu-
cian shrine. Dancers and musicians play as 
scarlet-robed Confucian scholar-offi  cials 
perform the same steps that were used 
during the Yi dynasty (1392–1910).
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reforms began the economy has grown annually by an impres-
sive amount. The promise of an economically viable China has 
attracted more than $400 billion from overseas investors since 
1979. The global recession of 2008 has slowed but not stopped 
this surge. 

China’s economic transformation has granted it increased 
international infl uence. The United States once thought of China 
as a helpful counter to the old Soviet Union, but now recognizes 
it as a major competitor, leading the rest of the region into what 
may become known as the “Asian century.” By the late 1990s, it 
was evident that east Asia could no longer be considered a back-
ward relic of a more glorious past. And ironically the religion 
once blamed for all the woes of the Orient has in recent years 
been credited with fueling its economic success. While an over-
statement and too often used without any real understanding of 
Confucianism, it nevertheless has a kernel 
of truth. Hard work, respect for author-
ity, familial stability, the importance of 
education, and concern for the common 
good are Confucian values now identifi ed 
with the successful Asian transition into 
the modern world. Many Westerners now 
look to Asia for new models of modern-
ization and industrialization.

ConfuCianism in ThE WEsT
Confucianism has been an international 
movement for centuries, shaping the cul-
tures of Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, and 
thus fashioning the so-called “Confucian 
world.” In the 20th century, with increas-
ing immigration and globalization, Con-
fucianism’s scope increased beyond east 
Asia. Confucianism is no longer merely an 
Asian phenomenon, but an international 
one. Not everyone believes that Confu-

BosTon ConfuCianism

The name of a new, experimental 
school of Confucian thought and 

practice is “Boston Confucianism.” The 
name refers not only to scholars located 
in Boston, Massachusetts, but to those in 
the West and Asia who believe that Confu-
cianism has achieved the status of a world 
philosophy. Just as American philosophers 
without Greek ancestry often subscribe to 
the teachings of Plato or Aristotle, Boston 
Confucians argue that a Westerner—or 
African or Indian—may subscribe to the 
teachings of the Confucian tradition. 
Moreover they believe that Confucianism 
has the tools to enrich Western culture 
and that Western culture has something of 
value to off er Confucianism. Both East and 
West stand to benefi t from the encounter, 
they argue.

Confucianism into the Twenty-fi rst Century
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Jongmayo Shrine in Seoul 
is the oldest preserved 
Confucian royal shrine in 
South Korea. The shrine has 
existed in its present form 
since the 16th century and 
houses tablets containing 
the teachings of the Choson 
royal dynasty (1392–1910). 
Confucian rites, including 
ritual music and dance, 
continue to be performed in 
the Jongmayo Shrine.

cianism can be successfully transplanted from its east Asian con-
text, or that one can be a Western Confucian, but many do. 

ConfuCianism inTo ThE fuTurE
What might the future hold for Confucianism? The answer to 
such a question is really impossible to determine, but we can get 
a sense of the future by examining what is taking place in Con-
fucianism today. As we have seen, the Chinese government is 
loosening its restrictions on religion. Around east Asia scholarly 
institutions are thriving, and temples are either being restored 
or are continuing to serve the faithful. The Chinese government 
is opening “Confucius Centers” around the world where any-
one can come and learn about China past and present. Far from 
rejecting the values of Confucius, modern China appears to want 
to emulate them.



137

New Confucians, the leaders in the 
restoration, admit that Confucianism 
has done a much better job developing 
sageliness within than it has develop-
ing kingliness without. They understand 
that Confucianism’s task is to articulate 
a modern political vision engaging the 
lived realities of Asians. Confucianism’s 
contribution in the 21st century will not 
be the fixed social and political life of the 
Chinese dynasties, they argue, but the tra-
dition’s moral and spiritual values. These 
values, undergirded by ren, or human-
ity, include an ethic of responsibility, the 
importance of comprehensive education, 
and a humanistic understanding of life.

The year 1999 marked the 2,550th 
anniversary of Confucius’s birth. Qufu, 
the Master’s ancestral home, stood wit-
ness to the turbulent decades of the 20th 
century. Today, thankfully, the treasures 
of Qufu are undergoing restoration, while 
a new Research Institute of Confucianism 
stands nearby. Fusing elements of both 
Song dynasty and modern architecture, the new center prom-
ises to become a beacon of Confucianism in the 21st century. 
Perhaps Qufu is a fitting symbol of modern Confucianism: res-
toration and renovation of Confucian treasures coupled with 
new facilities skillfully combining the ancient and modern. As 
the new century begins Confucianism, like Qufu itself, looks out 
into a world of challenge and promise. Many in that world desire 
the same things Confucius sought: an orderly society; a balance 
between nature and humankind; and a way of conducting one-
self with kindness, charity, honesty, and faithfulness. To people 
such as these, Confucius seems anything but outdated.

A statue of Confucius at 
Jongmayo Shrine. It stands 
as a visible link between 
the past and future of 
Confucianism.

Confucianism into the Twenty-first Century
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FACT FILE
Worldwide numbers 
There are about 6 million people in the world who call 
themselves Confucianists, the followers of Confucianism. 

holy symbol
The character for the word li is symbolic of Confucianism. 
Li is the correct behavior, the principles, and the essence 
of Confucian thinking.

founders 
The founder is Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 b.c.e.

holy Writings
The most important basic texts of Confucianism are the 
Five Classics. These are China’s oldest literature and are 
believed to have been edited by Confucius. They comprise 
the Book of Poetry, Book of Rites, Book of History, Spring 
and Autumn Annals, and Book of Changes.

holy Places
The main pilgrimage site is Qufu in China, the birthplace 
of Confucius.

festivals
The main celebration is for Confucius’s birthday 
(September 28). It is celebrated throughout East Asia.
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GLOSSARY
of sacrifices to the memory of one’s parents 
after their death. 

Five	 Classics—The most respected Confucian 
texts—those that Confucius referred to in his 
teaching: the Book of Poetry, the Book of History, 
the Book of Rites, the Book of Changes, and the 
Spring and Autumn Annals. 

five	 elements—In Chinese science, the basic 
materials of all things: wood, metal, fire, water, 
and earth. 

five	 relationships—As described by Confu-
cius, the relationships in a well-ordered 
society: father/son, husband/wife, older  
brother/younger brother, friend/friend, 
ruler/subject. 

five	 virtues—As described by Confucius, the 
traits of a Confucian gentleman who practices 
certain virtues. see li, ren, xin, yi, zhi 

Four	 Books—The four works that Neo-Confu-
cianists added to the Five Classics: the Analects, 
the Mencius, the Great Learning, and the Doctrine 
of the Mean. 

heaven—“Tien”; a spiritual force that influences 
human affairs, similar to the Western concept 
of providence. 

jing—The Chinese word for “classic” and for 
“warp,” the lengthwise threads of a woven fab-
ric. Also a work of a particular time and place, 
whose truths are universal and timeless. Thus, 
to the Chinese, the Five Classics are the “warp” 
of their civilization. 

Laozi—The founder of Daoism. 
legalists—Followers of a school of Chinese 

thought that taught that the well-being of the 
state came before the individual, the antithesis 
of Confucius’s view. 

li—Correct behavior, the primary virtue in Con-
fucius’s philosophy. A word meaning “prin-
ciple,” the basic element in the Neo-Confucian 
philosophy of Zhu Xi. 

mandarin—A scholar-official who had passed the 
imperial exams and who served as an official 
of the empire. 

Analects—A collection of Confucius’s conver-
sations and pronouncements on the proper 
conduct of life, which, according to Chinese 
tradition, were recorded by his disciples soon 
after his death. 

ancestor	 worship—In China, reverence toward 
one’s ancestors. In Confucianism, an aspect 
of filial devotion that consists of rituals car-
ried out by the head of the household to honor 
deceased family members. 

Buddhism—A religion that came from India to 
China (in the first century c.e.), where it was 
influenced by Confucianism and Daoism and 
became one of the three great faiths. Mahay-
ana Buddhism, one of the two major forms of 
Buddhism, became well known in China and 
offered salvation to its followers through the 
intercession of bodhisattvas, which are god-
like beings.

Bushido—A code of ethics for the Japanese sam-
urai, the warriors of the Japanese military 
aristocracy, requiring a life of austerity and 
self-discipline. This code of ethics was influ-
enced by Confucian philosophy. 

chun tzu—Literally, a gentleman. In Confucian-
ism, a man of character who practices certain 
virtues. see five virtues

Confucian	 ethic—Confucian values, especially 
strong family structure, hard work, and love 
of learning. 

Daoism—One of the three great faiths of China, 
emphasizing harmony with nature and an 
intuitive, rather than a rational, approach to 
life. 

examination	system—A system that tested one’s 
knowledge of Confucian thought and allowed 
the selection of the academically talented to 
serve as mandarins, or scholar-officials. In 
order to pass these examinations candidates 
had to memorize the Confucian Five Classics 
and other works of Chinese literature. 

filial	piety—Respect and obedience toward one’s 
parents. These obligations include the offering 
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Mandate	of	Heaven—A Chinese emperor’s right 
to rule. 

Mencius—Mengzi, the greatest figure in Con-
fucianism after Confucius himself, whose 
teachings are collected in the Mencius. Mencius 
believed that all people were born good and 
that each person should strive to find his or 
her inner self through study. 

Neo-Confucianism—A form of Confucianism 
developed during the Song dynasty (960–
1279), combining elements of Buddhism and 
Daoism with traditional Confucianism. 

ren—Benevolence or humanity; one of the five vir-
tues in Confucius’s philosophy. 

Sacred	 Edict	 of	 16	 Articles—A proclamation 
issued by the Kangxi emperor in 1672, con-
sisting of maxims summarizing Confucian 
principles in simple language. Until the 20th 
century it was regularly read aloud in each 
Chinese school and village. 

state	 Confucianism—The official form of Con-
fucianism adopted by the rulers of the Han 
dynasty (202 b.c.e.–220 c.e.), incorporating 
some aspects of legalism and other ideas on 
the nature of the universe. 

three	 faiths—Confucianism, Daoism, and 
Buddhism. 

xin—Faithfulness or integrity; one of the five vir-
tues in Confucius’s philosophy. 

yi—Honesty or uprightness; one of the five virtues 
in Confucius’s philosophy. 

yin	and	yang—The two countervailing forces of 
the universe, each necessary for balance yet 
each constantly changing in power. 

 zhi—Knowledge in the sense of moral wisdom; one 
of the five virtues in Confucius’s philosophy. 

CONFUCIANISM
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