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1. Concept and General Characteristics 

Confucianism is one of several philosophical and political currents, still important in modern China, that first developed in response to a profound political and social crisis in Chinese society during the middle of the 1st millennium BCE in the period designated the "Axial Age" by Karl Jaspers. "Confucianism," however, is a modern, Western expression without a precise Chinese equivalent. The linguistically closest Chinese expression is Kongjiao ("Confucius doctrine"), formed analogously to Fojiao ("Buddha doctrine") and Daojiao ("Dao doctrine"). This term (Kongjiao) refers specifically to the later religious cult organized around the person of the school's progenitor, Kong Qiu (551-479 BCE) whose name was latinized as Confucius after Kong Fuzi - Master Kong. The term used in China in a manner most approaching Confucianism is rujia. This term can be understood literally as the "school" (jia) of the "gentle" (ru). The "gentle" here is the intellectual or scholar who advocates for his causes with his intellect rather than raw force. A ru did not necessarily have to follow Confucius, particularly in the ancient world. Nonetheless the term in the narrow sense denotes "Confucianists," as they associated themselves with the image of scholars par excellence and placed special significance on study. Even within the "school of the ru", a fundamental policy conflict emerged over the importance of scholarship and doctrine.

These not insignificant difficulties encountered in defining what "Confucianism" actually is contrast sharply with the unsophisticated common use of the term in the West. The label "Confucianism" is generally used for the entire complex of historically rooted manners and attitudes that one feels can be observed in China and the Chinese today. Thus "Confucianist" has essentially become a synonym for "traditional Chinese." The fact that this effective equivalence could develop has a fundamentum in re; Confucianism is the only one of the great philosophical schools in China that has a positive and narrow (but neither unreflecting nor uncritical) relationship to specifically Chinese cultural traditions. It is no coincidence that its distribution is roughly contiguous with that of Chinese writing. Nonetheless, no "Confucianist" China per se (which would have left its mark on attitudes to this day) ever existed. Chinese state and society, as well as individual behavior, have been shaped and changed not only by Confucianism, but by many domestic and foreign influences, particularly in the modern world.

Yet Confucianism continues to be seen as the crucial key to explaining the most diverse of general findings about Chinese culture. Thus China's economic "stagnation" and its backwardness compared to the West have been ascribed to Confucianism (as in the early Republican criticism or Weber's sociology of religion), as are the most recent economic successes of East Asia (as in Peter L. Berger's influential "Confucianism hypothesis" that draws on popular "vulgar Confucianism"). Confucianism is also - exclusively - blamed for the authoritarianism of East Asia.

Neither the Chinese value system in general nor Confucianism in particular, however, exhibit universal homogeneity, in either synchronic or diachronic observation. Crucial ambivalence and room for interpretation are present even in the fundamental Confucianist text, Confucius' Lunyu (Analects). The conflict over the "true" doctrine, which continues to this day, began shortly after Confucius' death. Numerous threads tie Confucianism to the other schools of thought and to various political interests. From the beginning, its history was marked by syncretism and compromise, and thus also by concurrent attempts to cleanse the doctrine of "foreign" and problematic elements and to reestablish the "correct tradition" (zheng tong). Confucianism also presents quite varied images in historically and sociologically sophisticated perspectives. The Confucianism of the independent intellectuals in the ancient world and later centuries cannot be equated with that of the imperial mandarins, much less the popular Confucianism of the "little people."

There is nonetheless a common denominator that unites at least the intellectual adherents of Confucianism and gives meaning to the use of the term over the centuries. This is the reference to particular orienting texts. These are, however, never dogmatized and are quite variously received and interpreted. These orienting texts are the "guides" or "classics" passed down by the ru or composed by them and have grown over the years to thirteen texts: Yijing (Book of Changes), Shujing (Book of Documents), Shijing (Book of Songs), Chunqiu (Spring and Autumn Annals - a chronicle of the Lu state, with the commentaries Zuozhuan, Gongyang zhuan, and Guliang zhuan), Yili (Ceremonial Rituals), Liji (Book of Rites), Zhouli (Rites of the Zhou), Lunyu (Analects of Confucius), Xiaojing (Book of Filial Piety), Erya (Approach to the Proper - a glossary) and Mengzi. Zhu Xi (1130-1200), the most important representative of Song-era "Neo-Confucianism", later selected from these the fundamental "Four Books" (Si shu): Daxue and Zhongyong (Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean - both passed down as chapters of Liji), and Lunyu and Mengzi. Among the essential beliefs of the Confucianists are also the idea of the primacy of the moral way (see below) and its enforceability through the cultivation of individuals as well as a related skepticism toward privileged institutional and procedural rules that imply a disregard for personal ethics. A "pacification of the world" and with it every conceivable political order must ultimately be grounded in personal "self-cultivation" (Daxue). Prerequisite to its relevance for society is the relevance for the "self."

Confucianist also is a particular but by no means exclusive or unlimited pious duty toward the old, according to tradition the ancestors and older generation, especially the elders within one's own family. Moreover, Confucianism generally represents an intellectual elitism, and it places the civil above the martial. Also, although early Confucianism inherited the ethical potential of the older belief in "Heaven," and although Confucius later became the object of an official cult, most Confucianists tend toward skeptical reticence in matters of religion. Practices such as ancestor worship served primarily as respectful thoughts of the dead rather than as care for spirits or souls. In the contemporary East Asian spiritual boom following the end of political ideologies, Confucianism scarcely plays a role, although prominent "New Confucianists" (see below) insist on a cosmological and spiritual dimension.

2. System of the Philosophy 

Confucianism is first and foremost an ethics with the secular, practical goals of a moral and decent lifestyle. In this regard it is in its theoretical aspects a "philosophy." The foci of this philosophy have repeatedly shifted, historically and socially. Its connections to comprehensive theoretical models such as cosmology are also mutable and lacking in any consistent hallmarks. In the following, the ethical core of "classic" Zhou-era Confucianism is described. This classic Confucianism can claim authenticity against later developments and was repeatedly received in this sense. The principle spokesmen of Zhou-era Confucianism, aside from Confucius himself, are Mengzi (Mencius, 372-281 BCE) and Xunzi (Xun Kuang, 310-230 BCE).

The early Confucianists saw a way out of the crisis which had gripped Chinese society in the mid-Zhou era. This way was offered by reclamation of traditional mores, which had to be grounded in a new, internal morality in order to be immune to future failure. Accordingly, an internalization of ethics arose from the crisis experience of the age. This internalization was reflected in strong self-referentiality of participants on the one hand and in norms becoming reflexive on the other. The preexistent ethos was not dismissed in this. Its inalienability was established from the outset. The li rules of moral behavior were differentiated according to status, sex, and role, and had roots stretching back to the archaic tribal rites of the Zhou. Without these rules, Confucius stressed, a person was "without standing" (Lunyu 8.8, 16.13, 20.3). Unlike their great competitors, then, the Confucianists had a positive attitude toward the traditional canon of values and its catalog of virtues. This canon was, however, sifted and reoriented toward a new emphasis for ethics - "humaneness" (ren). Through humaneness, the direct relationship with the other became, along with the mediation of roles, one of the two complementary, fundamental dimensions of ethics. This relationship can be understood cognitively in the manner of the Golden Rule thought experiment ("I do not wish to be imposed upon by others, nor do I wish to impose upon others," Lunyu 5.12, see also 15.24) or affectively in the sense of a spontaneous affection for others or sympathy (Mengzi). Anyone not encompassed by role-based relationships (wu lun, father-son, ruler-subject, man-woman, old-young, friend-friend, Mengzi 3a4) is thus drawn into the realm of responsibility. Confucius also declared that humane behavior was required toward the "barbarians" (Lunyu 13.19). Not only the Confucianists, but all of the classical philosophers, assumed a consistency to human nature (xing), whether good (Daoism, Mengzi) or bad (Xunzi, Legalism) and accommodated for this in various ways.

Just as a Confucianist ethics are far more than mere role-based morality, its concept of social and political order touch on far more than just hierarchy and difference. Instead, proper order has a dual nature. Although society without inequality is unthinkable, society can only function on the basis of reciprocity, with the "shared utility" (tong li) of a purposeful association (Xunzi), thus bringing advantages to all participants and preventing difference from becoming a source of division. All the same, in "real, historical" Confucianism, the egalitarian dimension could recede behind the hierarchical beyond recognition. This is particularly true for the position of women. Discrimination against women is not intrinsically mandated by these ethics, however, but in principle could be criticized via Confucianist ethics itself. Confucianism primarily sought to ensure the redemption of the expectation of reciprocity not institutionally, as through law, but instead through the development of the decision-maker's personal decency and morality (in the sense of respecting all other beings as oneself). The fixation on the individual rather than the institution left largely untouched the preexisting social structure of hierarchy, in particular monarchy, patriarchy, and the seniority principle. At the same time, this system of ethics can be largely independent of any particular social constitution.

Original Confucianism strove not for pious conformity to order but for the unity of social integration and individual integrity, as in the maxims "be united, but not partisan" (Lunyu 2.14), "harmonize, but do not swim with the stream" (he er bu liu, Zhongyong 10) and "bend, but do not bow" (qu er bu qu, Zhao Qi, Mengzi tici). Although it emphasized the pious loyalty of the family (xiao) and advocated loyalty to the ruler (zhong), original Confucianism brought moral reservations to bear on both. These reservations included the readiness to criticize (jian) and in the most extreme case of conflict implied suspending conventional ties in order to act humanely, "to follow the Dao rather than the ruler, justice rather than the father" (Xunzi 29). Nonetheless such a break with conventional roles and behavioral expectations was avoided as far as possible. This has given Confucianist ethics a relatively low profile and allowed its dual nature to be overlooked.

The protagonist of early Confucianist ethics is the "nobleman" or "gentleman" (junzi) - no longer a social but a moral designation, yet one resounding with elitist implications. The nobleman practices solidarity with society, but cannot expect social recognition and must be prepared for a life of poverty and asceticism. Form is important to him, but not conformity at any price. He will "not assimilate opportunistically" (bu gou he, bu gou tong). He absolves himself of the judgment of the "many" (zhong) and finds via self-cultivation (xiu ji, xiu shen) self respect (jing ji, gong ji) as the basis for "independent action" (du xing). With continuous self-reflection (zi fan) and "inner examination" (nei xing) he ensures the purity of his motives. A clear conscience thus gives him the strength, if necessary, "to oppose thousands and tens of thousands" (Mengzi 2a2). Action is motivated by ethos: "to act from humaneness and justice" stands above mere "practice" (Mengzi 4b19).

Coupled with this self-referentialism is the idea of autonomy, which resonates in every basic text of Confucianism. For Confucius, "humaneness" can only "emanate from the self" not "from others" (Lunyu 12.1) Mengzi grants humanity an inborn understanding of right and wrong conferred by "Heaven" (liang zi, shi fei zhi xin, Mengzi 7a15, 2a6). Xunzi certifies the human "heart" as the seat of thought and feeling, deciding "unreservedly" over right and wrong. The heart cannot be compelled to take a particular view by external influences (Xunzi 21). Building on Mengzi, Wang Yangming (1472-1529) later formulated an explicit principle of autonomy in judgment. The idea of autonomy reflects the internal sanction of shame in one's own eyes that is to be expected following misconduct, in contrast to the heteronomous form of shame before others or "saving face," which has only limited validity for "noblemen."

The remarkable self-referentialism of the Confucianists, however, does not typically lead to any separation from society. Instead it flows generally into an ethics of responsibility, whose protagonist recognizes that "the Dao does not prevail" (Lunyu 18.7). Yet in contrast to classical Daoism, despite the turn toward imperfection, the Confucianist implements in real society the ideal of the "great harmony" (da tong, Liji 9) that had been projected onto the past. The self-aware Confucianist, striving for personal perfection, positions himself as a moral authority in the service of the whole.

The result is the postulation of a primacy of morality in all aspects of public and private action. This pertains especially to the realm of politics, toward which Confucianist intellectuals, as state officials, bore the role of guardians. The inner goal of supreme wisdom corresponds with the outer goal of an ideal - not merely virtual - kingdom (nei sheng wai wang). The ultimate superordination of moral authority over political authority (as in the old saying "defy rank with virtue" yi de kang wei) theoretically implies that a bad ruler may be deposed and that tyrannicide is legitimate. Law must also derive from a moral source and not the arbitrariness of the ruler, but law is nonetheless rejected as the primary means of governing and ordering social relationships.

Moreover, the guidelines of morality underlie economics. Wealth is only legitimate if gained virtuously, and even then it is not desirable. In principle, personal benefit (li) is secondary to fairness. A later utilitarian strain of Confucianism attempted to rehabilitate the generally proscribed pursuit of private interests (si) as reconcilable with common good (gong) (Chen Liang, 1143-94). In the search for explanations for the modern East Asian economic boom, this line of thinking has drawn attention. Economically efficient behavior is also promoted by some of the virtues that Confucius advocated (thrift, industriousness, willingness to learn, etc.) as well as by a fundamentally instrumentalist attitude toward nature. For many Confucianists, nature was the counterpoint of human culture and served primarily as a source of resources to be used for human purposes. Nonetheless, the modern concept of homo oeconomicus deeply contradicts the moral ideals of Confucianism.

Morality and aesthetics stand in a complex reciprocal relationship. Thus on the one hand literature, or more precisely prose, should serve "to convey the proper Way" (wen yi zai dao, Zhou Dunyi, 1017-73). On the other hand, the practice of a subtle aesthetic in ordinary behavior, as well as in music and poetry and later also in calligraphy and painting, is ascribed full relevance in personality development and morality.

3. Historical Developments 

The development of Confucianism passed through several relatively clearly distinguishable phases. These are characterized by the reaction to independent sociopolitical circumstances and the melding of the original doctrine with concepts from other ideologies.

Confucianism emerged in the mid-1st millennium BCE as one of several responses to the collapse of the old Chinese aristocratic society. Other schools of thought saw the solution in a return to nature (Daoism) or in the creation of new institutions, forms of organization, and social techniques (Legalism). By contrast, Confucius, one of the first self-employed educators in China, focused on morality and its bearer, the morally cultivated individual. In the further development of his doctrine, various models were already discussed in the ancient world in order determine the position of morality vis-à-vis nature, the cosmos, institutions, and tradition. The models of Mengzi (internalistic, focused on natural moral intuition) and Xunzi (externalistic, focused on learning and tradition) were influential because they were crucial for the relationship of Confucianism to institutions. The opposition of these two models runs like a red thread through the later development of Confucianism.

Into the 3rd century BCE, Confucianism was only one of many political philosophical streams, among which it was considered rather a marginal phenomenon, out of touch with reality. Its opponents criticized Confucianism as infatuated with the ancient and ritualistic, and as overly moralistic and rebellious. Its later rise to prominence, however, was due to the need for stability. Shusun Tong (ca. 250-180 BCE) recommended Confucianism to the founder of the Han dynasty, the victorious rebel Liu Bang, as a regulatory element, because while it might be no use in conquest, it was quite useful "for keeping what has been gained." Thus began an institutional symbiosis between Confucianism and the Chinese state, which endured at least until the beginning of the 20th century. Confucianism supported the imperial system and initially received political influence in return, especially through the institution of scholar officials. Under Emperor Wu (140-86 BCE), Confucianism rose to the position of state philosophy. From that point on, qualification for state service was established through examinations of knowledge about the now quasi-canonized texts of the Confucianists. Concomitant with this ascent was a degradation of ethical and cognitive substance, the tailoring of the philosophy to suit the needs of empire. Dong Zhongshu (179-104 BCE) and the Baihu tong (79 CE) in particular represent this process. An amalgam of largely conventional ethics emerged, in effect legalistically inspired raison d'état, numerology, and cosmology. This cosmology entailed the ontological codification of hierarchy. To this day, this amalgam is often identified as "Confucianism" par excellence. Nonetheless, neither the Tang-era "Neo-Confucianists" nor the important representatives of modern "New Confucianism" have seen a reflection of the authentic philosophy in the Han-era political functionalism or the historical liaison with the empire that accompanied it.

In the post Han-era centuries of political fragmentation and partially foreign rule, Daoism and Buddhism became the dominant intellectual movements in China. Against both of these a revival of Confucianism took place beginning in the mid-Tang era. This movement, known as "Neo-Confucianism" in the West and as lixue or daoxue in Chinese, came to full flower during the Song era with its institution of Confucianist-educated scholar officials, who now attained even greater power. Neo-Confucianism also radiated into neighboring lands with both original developments and doctrinal solidification. It was strongly influenced by the schools of thought that it combated. This precipitated a further melding of the philosophy with cosmological speculations, among other things. At the same time it became more rigid, authoritarian, and cerebral. With the help of concerted efforts by scholars and more widespread education, promoted by the printing press, Confucianism now struck deep and enduring roots among the populace without relinquishing its elitist claims.

Confucianism did not become completely absorbed in its stake in power. In particular, it did not allow itself to be made into a mere deputy of empire. The goal of the genuine Confucianist remained self-cultivation as the prerequisite for an uncompromized lifestyle. Such men continued to see themselves as a moral corrective to politics, often at high personal risk. The orientation on the "self" had markedly non-conformist consequences, particularly in the school of Wang Yangming, which carried on Mengzi's internalism. Another line (Huang Zongxi, 1610-95) sought to complete the self-referentialism with an even stronger limitation, now supported in law, of the monarchical system's inherent tendency for despotism. Unfortunately neither development led to significant change.

The empire so strongly influenced by Confucianism received its deathblow from the invasion of the West. In the West, Confucianist ethics were first made known in 17th-century translations and were influential initially as evidence for "natural reason" in the absence of revealed religion. For the European Enlightenment, Confucius became an authority on a par with Socrates or the Stoics. With the advance of Western modernity, however, Confucianism came to be seen as the epitome of the moribund and reactionary, and this process became complete with the triumph of European imperialism over China in the mid-19th century. The end of the imperial era in China was characterized by futile attempts to interpret Confucianism in a reform-oriented manner and to make it useful at the last minute for a systemic transformation (Reform Movement of 1898). Following the failure of these efforts, the intellectual atmosphere of the first decades of the Republic, especially the 1920s, was marked by sharp criticism of tradition and a radical renunciation of Confucianism ("Down with the Confucius shop!"). Confucianism was blamed for China's historical malaise (May Fourth Movement). A later echo of this criticism was the radical anti-Confucianist campaign in the People's Republic (1973/74). Marxism and especially liberalism became the crucial challenges that Confucianism faced in the 20th century.

Since the 1970s, the predominantly negative view of Confucianism made influential in the West by Hegel, Herder, and Weber (with notable early exceptions Albert Schweitzer and Karl Jaspers) has increasingly made way for a more positive assessment. Thus the rapid economic advancement of East Asia has been traced to values like industriousness, cooperativeness, thrift, pragmatism, and corporativism. These values, attributed to Confucianism, are seen as providing a functional equivalent for the Protestant ethics. This culturally-based explanation of the East Asian boom fails, however, simply because it cannot account for the late occurrence of the economic growth. Moreover, the explanation depends explicitly on the vulgar form of Confucianism and not on its classical principles. These, with their moral imperative, do anything but support modern East Asian commercialism.

Confucianism also seems increasingly to take on identity-forming and politically legitimizing functions, as such ideologies as anti-colonialism, communism, and hence anti-communism have become current in East Asia (Chinese identity). In this context, Confucianism is instrumentalized to serve as a bulwark against the infiltration of unwanted "Western values." Also, as Confucianism emphasizes the collective rather than the individual, it is used against the idea of individual human rights. These attempts are not congruent with the efforts of academic "New Confucianists" (xin ruxue) to further develop the old philosophy by integrating Western political ideals and philosophical theories and to maintain its genuine moral claim within the circumstances of modernity. Although New Confucianism tends toward a double-edged mixture of culture and politics, its sophisticated adherents support democracy and human rights, the seeds of which they also see in Confucianist tradition. In this they justifiably insist that the potential of Confucianist philosophy cannot simply be equated with its historically realized effects.

4. Overall Assessment 

The historical success of Confucianism is grounded in its generally, if not exclusively, positive relationship with Chinese culture, as whose curator it has seen itself. Its tendencies to mediate and to avoid extremes have also contributed to Confucianism's success. Adverse to radical change, Confucianism has nonetheless managed to adapt to fundamentally transformed sociopolitical circumstances, to moderate them, and thus to stabilize them. Its ethics offer the possibility of loyal integration in state and society while at the same time maintaining personal moral integrity. This goal remained inaccessible for most of the populace, however. The flipside of Confucianist morality is a moral and intellectual elitism, which thrives on distance from the "common" and sees only a passive role for the people. Although this division was brought about by sociological forces (including power) rather than having been compelled by innate theory, it has determined the historical limits of Confucianist ethics. The elite function as advocates for the interests of the people, rather than entrusting the people with a fundamental role in politics. This ethics emphasizes the downward-oriented moral duties of the powerful rather than the upward-enforceable rights of the ruled. The Confucianist elites are convinced of the absolute nature of their moral norms. Historical Confucianism is thus not democratically, constitutionally, or pluralistically oriented, and it values institutional procedures little in comparison to the importance of personal comportment. If the primacy of ethics over economics is added to this, it becomes clear that Confucianism is at odds with modern bourgeois meritocracy. Precisely for this reason, however, it has a greater sensitivity to the failings of such meritocracy. The future of Confucianism may depend on to what extent it can acknowledge democracy, law, and multiplicity of values, while bringing its classical moral impetus to bear on their failings.
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