Shaping the Self: Confucianism, Legalism, and the Socio-Philosophical Dynamics of Imperial China 
Society is composed of its members, but within this orchestra, traditions and the underlying aspects of beliefs—often operating at the fringes of the subconscious—play a significant role, even when these elements remain elusive to the individual. This is why societal influence holds substantial weight in shaping an individual’s ideal self, self-esteem, and self-image.
The collective consciousness of a society, its values, and the behavior rooted in those values can qualitatively differ from the arithmetic sum of the moral and ethical beliefs of its individual members. The development of societal attitudes and ideals often reflects an element of esoteric perspectives held by higher authorities, whose hierarchical nature relates to the formation of various collective self-conceptions within society.
The evolution of China’s state formation has been deeply intertwined with its Legalist heritage at both legislative and governance levels. Over centuries, several Chinese dynasties "have attempted to combine both Confucian philosophy and complicated legal systems within their political culture" (Gao & Walayat 2020:25), resulting in profoundly different outcomes depending on the historical and contextual nuances.
Furthermore, popular beliefs have emerged across different eras, shaped by various religions and traditions whose precise interplay remains elusive even to their adherents. While "an understanding of Confucian ethics for ordinary people and the five cardinal rules will illuminate the relevance of this theory to social behaviors in Chinese culture" (Hwang 2006:94), it would be an oversimplification to equate "Chinese" with "Confucian."
Historical Context of the Confucianism
The earliest classical texts now considered foundational to Confucianism originated during a period in Chinese philosophical history known as the Hundred Schools of Thought. Socio-politically, this era spanned two distinct periods: the Spring and Autumn Period (c. 722–481 BCE), chronicled in the Spring and Autumn Annals, and the Warring States Period (c. 475–221 BCE), which followed as a logical continuation of the preceding era. The Spring and Autumn Annals, written in the state of Lu, is often associated with Confucius himself (d. 479 BCE). The Warring States Period, as its name suggests, was marked by intensified warfare, conquests, and the emergence and collapse of various state formations. Confucius, along with two significant figures in early Confucianism, Mencius (d. 289 BCE) and Xunzi (d. after 238 BCE), lived during these tumultuous times, collectively referred to as the Eastern Zhou period.
Unlike Gautama Buddha (d. c. 400 BCE), whose teachings were shaped by a relatively peaceful Indian society and inspired by compassion for the spiritually less fortunate, the Confucian tradition emerged within a context deeply intertwined with the political and military patronage of ruling elites. This political dependence profoundly influenced the trajectory of Confucianism. Early Confucianists such as Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi came from the impoverished descendants of noble families, striving to maintain claims of privilege despite losing tangible power (Watson 2003:12). These scholar-officials devised strategies to engage with court patrons, offering their visions of societal benefits under favorable terms (Eno 2016:12–13). Both Confucius and Mencius, as well as Xunzi, held prestigious ministerial positions, blending their moral philosophies with the administrative demands of state governance. The personal values and ethical insights of these Confucian classics were inextricably linked to their bureaucratic roles and aspirations, as they sought to strengthen the courts they served.
In contrast, the Taoist philosopher Zhuang Zhou (d.286 BC) famously declined an official court position offered by the King of Chu. In Zhuangzi (Chapter 17), Zhuang Zhou likened his choice to a free turtle dragging its tail through mud rather than being confined in a court (Watson 2013:137). Whereas Confucianism emphasized hierarchical relationships based on respect for superiors (Hwang 2006:96), Zhuangzi’s philosophy revolved around the theme of “freedom” (Watson 2013:ix). Historical chroniclers Sima Qian (d. c86 BC) and Sima Tan (d. c110 BC) described Zhuang Zhou as a follower of Laozi’s (d. trad V century BC) teachings, but politically irrelevant due to his unyielding individualism (Moeller 2022:287–288).
Later developments in Neo-Confucianism found a key figure in Zhou Dunyi (d. 1073). A committed bureaucrat with broad intellectual interests and Buddhist sympathies, Zhou chose to further Confucian socio-political ideology, despite being contemporaneously derided as a “poor Zen fellow” (Chan 1969:462). While his writings exhibit no overt Buddhist influence, Zhou enriched Confucian thought with Taoist ideas, such as the concept of non-being, though stripped of Taoism’s mystical elements (ibid:460). Zhou’s intellectual pursuits and his deliberate de-emphasis of mysticism aligned him with earlier Confucian traditions.
More broadly, the Eastern Zhou period saw an unprecedented surge in bureaucratization in China (Kiser & Cai 2003). Bureaucracies inherently seek to justify their costs through ideological frameworks. Although the exact relationship between bureaucratic expansion and increased warfare during this period remains unclear, evidence suggests it was not unidirectional. As Zhao (2004:603) posits, bureaucracies may have contributed to warfare either unintentionally or deliberately, often by persuading rulers through the illusion of legitimacy and truth. Thus, bureaucracy’s influence could at times act as both a catalyst for conflict and a mechanism for governance.
Confucianism’s Balancing Role in Society During the Qin and Post-Qin Periods
During the reign of Qin Shi Huang (d. 210 BCE), recognized as the First Emperor and unifier of China at the end of the Warring States Period, Legalism dominated the philosophical landscape. Legalism found a personal advocate in Qin Shi Huang, who admired Han Feizi (d. 233 BCE), a prince from the ruling family of the Han state (Watson 2003:12). While Qin Shi Huang showed interest in philosophies beyond Legalism (Bodde 2008:73), the legalist principles treated people and their contributions (including ideas) as resources belonging to the ruler. Han Feizi respected Confucian wisdom, albeit selectively (Watson 2003:109–92), but was critical of Confucian scholars, whom he referred to as "fools" and "imposters" (ibid:106–107).
In 213 BCE, Qin Shi Huang ordered the burning of earlier texts. This event targeted not the philosophical works themselves but interpretive commentaries from various figures, including "scores of wise statesmen" (Petersen 1995:4). The book burning was both coordinated and selective, aiming to consolidate ideological control.
Shi Huang is often portrayed as a despotic megalomaniac whose extravagant projects and harsh treatment of subjects led to internal unrest. After his death, these factors contributed to the collapse of the Qin Dynasty, replaced by the Han Dynasty. Nonetheless, Legalist traditions, along with non-hereditary salaried government positions, either persisted or were reinstated to manage political chaos. However, the brutality of Qin rule was seen by Han elites as the cause of its downfall (Zhao 2015:270). Consequently, during the Han period, Legalism began to soften under the influence of Confucianism, which emphasized moral example rather than the uncompromising discipline of Legalism. Confucian principles prioritized governance akin to an “extended family,” promoting societal satisfaction through role modeling.
Even Qin Shi Huang came to acknowledge the value of Confucian ideals (ibid:264). His interest in Confucius extended beyond curiosity to existential concerns, as every ruler depends on capable officials. While Han Feizi’s extensive discourse on high-ranking officials was disparaging in tone (Liao 1939:xxviii), Confucianism focused on cultivating individuals for public service.
During Qin Shi Huang’s rule, also first legal processes began to reflect Confucian family ethics, such as family law incorporating “unmistakably Confucian family ethics” (Zhao 2015:264).
By the reign of Emperor Wu (d. 87 BCE), the Chinese court officially and publicly endorsed Confucianism in education and court politics (Graham 1989:374). However, even prior to this, Confucianism was steadily emerging as a significant sociopolitical ideology. Its rise was deeply intertwined with the administrative and political demands of earlier rulers, evolving into a distinct tradition over time.
The Hybrid of Legalism and Confucianism
Chinese legislation and the societal organization it underpinned evolved in Imperial China into a relatively static hybrid of Legalism and Confucianism over time (Bodde & Morris 1967:50–27). This evolution was gradual (Zhao 2015), expressed in the Tang Code of 653 CE, when "customary morality (li) achieved official status in the form of positive law (fa)" (Bodde & Morris ibid:29).
This enduring Confucian-Legalist state has left China with a legacy of strong statehood, a shared sense of identity among its people, and a favorable attitude toward classical education (Zhao ibid:374). Despite the anti-Confucian sentiments of the May Fourth Movement of 1919, which blamed Confucianism for societal regression (ibid:ix), Confucian concepts, such as self-cultivation, remained influential—even during the staunchly anti-Confucian Maoist era (ibid:x). Maoist methods, like the recommendation to employ “bold swordsmen and desperate rascals” for ministerial purposes (Liao 1939:65), reflect a modernized adherence to Legalist principles. 
The oft-cited accounts of mass executions of Confucian scholars during the Qin Dynasty, frequently paired with the infamous book burnings, demand a nuanced interpretation. Claims of executions reaching in the many thousands seem implausible in light of both the preceding and subsequent developments (Zhao 2015:265). Instead, evidence suggests a more complex scenario. Qin court classicists, rather than being victims, may have benefited from the proscription of private learning. Their influence strengthened significantly by 136 BCE when Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty declared the ru classics the sole focus of official education (Kern 2010:112). Excavated texts, such as bamboo slips from Zhangjiashan, reveal a legal and administrative continuity between the Qin and Han dynasties, further challenging the narrative of abrupt ideological suppression (ibid).
The term ru, which applied broadly to scholars and court classicists, cannot be equated strictly with later understandings of Confucianism. The Qin Chancellor Li Si (d. 208 BCE) directed his ire toward “men of letters who do not model themselves upon the present but study the past in order to criticize the present age,” accusing them of misleading and agitating the populace (Bodde ibid:69). However, given the subsequent evolution of a largely Confucian-based society, it is common in retrospective narratives for even passive beneficiaries—or future aggressors—to justify their actions by referencing earlier "persecutions."
Bodde suggests that the damage attributed to the book burnings may have also been exaggerated (Bodde ibid:70).
Revisions of earlier events are evident in subsequent portrayals of Confucius himself. For example, Zhuangzi, a text critical of Confucianism, simultaneously presents Confucius in a positive light in multiple passages, portraying some of his ideas as of a "Right-Thinking Teacher" or "Right-Thinking Student," but these ideas are not present in the Analects (Littlejohn 2010:68). Guo Xiang (d. 312 CE) heavily edited Zhuangzi, reducing it from 52 to 33 chapters to align with his interpretation of the text (Els 2006:113). The transmitted written forms of ancient often diverge from modern expectations of a single author or definitive publication date (Lo 2022:44).
Developments of the Societal Hybrid
Confucianism’s social influence lies in its moral justification for bureaucracy, emphasizing filial piety and benevolent government. In contrast, Legalism, it’s counterpart, focused on consolidating power and establishing control. 
Legalist principles heavily influenced the evolution of governance structures in Imperial China, with their legacy persisting in what some scholars term "Confucian imperialism." The Legalist emphasis on centralized control, loyalty to the state, and suppression of dissent integrated seamlessly with Confucian ideals of hierarchical harmony and social responsibility under imperial rule. Han Feizi famously articulated a ruler's prerogative:
"When the ruler listens to a scholar, … but if he disapproves of his words, he should dismiss the man and put a stop to his teaching" (Han Feizi, trans. Watson 2003:109).
Buddhism's Conflict with Imperialism
The brief but transformative Sui Dynasty (581–618 CE) is known for reuniting China after centuries of division and is therefore often compared to the Qin Dynasty.
While Emperor Wen of Sui (d. 604 CE) publicly embraced Buddhism, claiming to defend the faith with military force, the religion's pacifist teachings clashed with the dynasty’s expansionist goals. The collapse of the Sui, marked by disastrous military campaigns on the Korean Peninsula, underscores this tension. A striking example of this conflict is the wave of self-mutilation among conscripts attempting to avoid military service. Emperor Taizong (d.649) of Tang (618–907 CE) responded by decreeing severe punishments for such acts, reacting thus to the challenges Buddhism posed to maintaining a militarized state (Benn 2004:2).
From the 4th to the 7th century CE, Buddhism in China experienced exponential growth. The number of monasteries increased more than twentyfold, and the population of monks and nuns grew by over a hundredfold (Nadeau 2012:10). However, the rise of the Tang Dynasty heralded a decline in Buddhist influence. During this era of centralized power, Confucian scholar and minister Han Yu (d. 824) initiated a campaign against Buddhism, culminating in the Great Anti-Buddhist Persecution of 842–845 CE. Thousands of monasteries were dissolved, and their assets confiscated (Nadeau ibid:11).
Han Yu’s memorial advocating this campaign highlighted core Confucian values, such as social responsibility and loyalty to the state, which he deemed incompatible with Buddhist principles. Viewing Buddhists as parasitic to society, he spearheaded their marginalization (ibid). This wave of repression marked the beginning of Buddhism’s decline in China.
Notably, the persecution was facilitated by Emperor Yang of Sui’s earlier efforts to restore Confucian education and bureaucracy. These measures helped consolidate a state apparatus aligned with Confucian ideology. 
The Decline of Taoism
Taoism reached its cultural and political zenith during the Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368), a period of foreign (Mongol) rule in China. The Yuan Dynasty was characterized by its religious tolerance, which fostered loyalty and social cohesion among its diverse population. Taoism, benefiting from this atmosphere, evolved into a multifaceted movement and achieved a higher cultural level than it had previously attained. This era also highlighted Taoism’s political dimensions, as it cooperated with Mongol rulers who were themselves influenced by shamanism—a belief system sharing conceptual roots with Taoist reverence for nature and the cosmos (Wong 2011:28–40).
With the fall of the Yuan Dynasty, the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) established itself as a staunch proponent of Neo-Confucianism, systematically marginalizing Taoism. Scholars Ding and Luo (2024:5) identify this period as the beginning of a significant and sustained decline in Taoist influence.
During the reign of Emperor Taizu of Ming (d. 1398), Taoist clergy were subjected to restrictive policies:

Taoist priests were forced to live in monasteries, cutting them off from their communities and depriving them of crucial economic and social support (Ding & Luo ibid:4).

The state imposed strict limits on the number of Taoist priests, their ages, and the frequency of ordinations. By 1487, ordination ceremonies were permitted only once every 20 years (Li & Salonia 2020:11).

Taoism’s decline was further exacerbated by reforms to the Imperial Examination system,  the only pathway to official positions within the empire. Early in the Ming Dynasty (1370–1371), the curriculum for these examinations was narrowed exclusively to the Four Books and Five Classics of Confucianism (Elman 2013:36). While the Taoist canon, by the Ming era, encompassed over 1,400 texts—one of the largest philosophical collections in the world—it was rendered irrelevant by the Confucian-dominated state (Komjathy 2012:459). Monastic life was rigidly overseen by state-appointed Confucian officials. Monastic leadership was determined by the state - not by the Taoist community itself, and monastery operations were governed according to central imperial directives (Li & Salonia ibid:7).
Soft(er)? Totalitarianism
In contemporary contexts, particularly along China's southeastern coast and in Taiwan, the outcomes of prolonged oppressive policies on the mainland are sometimes reframed in a positive light. They are seen as examples of successful cultural integration. This demonstrates how identification with imposed values can reshape perceptions and worldviews.
A notable historical illustration of this integration is the 
"Unity of the Three-in-One" movement, 
which emerged during the Ming Dynasty. This socio-philosophical, and later quasi-religious, movement was founded in 1551 by the charismatic Confucian scholar Lin Zhaoen (d. 1598).
Lin Zhaoen advocated a syncretic vision that combined Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. However, his approach firmly and solely prioritized Confucian values, ethics, and practices. Followers were required to swear allegiance to Heaven and strictly adhere to Confucian principles (Guoping 2011:126). Lin explicitly encouraged his disciples to balance Confucian self-cultivation with preparation for the imperial examinations, ensuring their worldly success aligned with moral discipline (ibid:127).
Politically, Lin Zhaoen aligned himself with the Ming Dynasty's totalitarian agenda. He openly supported policies that reduced the influence of Buddhist and Taoist clergy, including the closing down Taoist monasteris and confiscation of their assets. He criticized the mystical and experiential elements inherent in both Taoist and Buddhist traditions, perceiving them as incompatible with the Confucian ethical framework (Guoping ibid:135, 150). 
During the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911), the "Unity of the Three-in-One" fell out of favor but re-emerged after the 1911 revolution, during a period marked by identity and humanitarian crises. In modern Neo-Confucian societies, representations of Confucius, Buddha, and Laozi may be seen together, though such visual juxtapositions do not reflect a substantive unity of their original or later teachings. While followers of Lin Zhaoen's movement might identify themselves as adherents of all three traditions, their worldview primarily reflects a Neo-Confucian canon shaped by Legalist totalitarian interpretations.
Dao and the Concept of Self
The blending of concepts in both Taoism and Confucianism traditions can obscure their original meanings, as demonstrated by the term Dao, which is utilized by both Laozi and Confucius, albeit in radically different contexts.
The Taoist Dao and the Confucian Dao illustrate the stark contrast between the two traditions' views on self, society, and the natural order. Confucianism focuses on the cultivation of the self through social roles and moral obligations, while Taoism seeks to dissolve the self into the natural flow of existence, free from societal constraints. Both traditions, however, utilize the concept of Dao offering a distinct path toward self-realization.
Philosophically, Taoism offers a stark contrast to Confucianism's ethical rigor. Finagrette (1998:2) observes that Confucius' teachings in the Analects are "profoundly different" from the spiritual and metaphysical explorations of Laozi, Buddha, or other figures like Moses and Jesus.
As Nadeau (2012:138) summarizes, Taoist philosophy centers on mystical insights that transcend the observable limits of reality. This spiritual dimension challenges conventional values and behaviors, including those upheld by Confucian doctrines. Taoism’s emphasis on moving beyond the confines of the tangible world implicitly questions the rigidity of systems rooted in Confucian ethics and hierarchical order.
In Taoism, Dao
is described as the foundational force of existence. It is both the origin and the source of all phenomena, often referred to as the "Ten Thousand Things." Dao is metaphysical and elusive, characterized as something that cannot be adequately captured by words. The opening line of the Daodejing expresses the ineffability of Dao: "The Dao that can be spoken is not the Eternal Dao." Dao represents the beginning and end of all being, existing beyond conventional language and description.
The ideal human condition in Taoism is described as a state of "perfection" where one mirrors the Dao. Zhuang Zhou elaborates on this by describing the individual as having a mind like a mirror—receptive and free of preconceptions, perceiving things simply as they are, without clinging to them. This state of mind is achieved by adopting a perspective of detachment or indifference. By doing so, one attains mystical unity with the Dao (Nadeau 2012:132).
In Taoism, the conventional self is often seen as an illusionary stage or something to be transcended. The Taoist self is relatively free from social constraints and is more aligned with natural rhythms, responding to the world with flexibility and adaptability. 
In Confucianism, Dao
refers to the correct path or way of living that is rooted in ethical conduct and the cultivation of virtue through adherence to rituals, societal roles, and moral obligations. Confucius emphasizes the importance of human agency in making Dao great, asserting that it is individuals who elevate the Dao, rather than the Dao elevating individuals (Nadeau 2012:129-130). In this sense, Confucian Dao is very much concerned with societal harmony, virtue, and social responsibility.
Confucian self 
is primarily defined through its social roles and obligations, and personal identity is intricately tied to one’s relationships and duties in society. The Confucian ideal self is an ongoing, disciplined project—continuously cultivated through learning, reflection, and adherence to social norms. The Confucian self is not only defined by behavior but also by one’s thoughts and feelings, all of which must align with socially ascribed roles (Moeller 2022:294). This conformity, unlike some other philosophical systems such as Legalism, stresses harmony with societal roles over personal autonomy.
The Taoist self 
is seen more as an absence, a return to a state of emptiness or wu (emptiness), rather than a positive assertion of identity. It is a self that flows naturally, unencumbered by social constraints, and in harmony with the world. Taoist selfhood is fluid, adaptable, and non-assertive. Rather than conforming to external societal expectations, the Taoist self thrives by understanding its place within the greater cosmic order, embracing its interconnectedness with the world.
The Taoist self is often described as being mystical and transcendental, an idea reflected in Laozi’s and Zhuangzi’s teachings, which stress that the true self cannot be fully defined or conceptualized. Izutsu (1984:287) compares Laozi’s teachings to the mystical philosophy of Ibn al-‘Arabi (d.1240) in Islamic mysticism, particularly the concept of wahdah al-wujud (the unity of existence), where all things are rooted in non-existence. This echoes Taoism’s view that all things originate from the Dao, which itself is beyond existence and non-existence.
Implications of the Totalitarianism
The Loss of Balance in Ming Society
The Ming Dynasty represents a time of significant social and ideological tensions in China, driven by the repression of the traditional Taoism by Legalist-Confucian hybrid system, leading to  societal imbalance.
On the one hand, tendencies described as Legalist, with their emphasis on totalitarianism, were directed against Taoism. On the other hand, Taoist attitudes and values, once pushed aside, were replaced by an uncontrolled proliferation of Confucianist principles. This one-sidedness and exaggeration manifested, for example, in the expansion of the Imperial Examination system down to the level of village communities and districts (Elman 2013:36). One of the factors contributing to the weakening of the Ming Dynasty and the destabilization of society was the excessive proliferation of a privileged class and those aspiring to privilege within society (Heijdra 1998:578) —similar to the phenomenal bureaucracy growth during the Eastern Zhou period. 
The Monopolism and the Corresponding One-Sidedness of Moral Norms  
Confucianism, with its focus on conformity, order, and hierarchical relationships, emphasized the importance of unquestioning obedience to authority. In the Confucian view, disobedience leads to chaos and disorder, a concept that shapes much of the social order within Confucian governance. As Fingarette (1998:18) points out, Confucius's teachings represent "A Way Without Crossroads," where the way (Dao) is linear and hierarchical, leaving little room for individual choice or deviation. This approach discourages personal responsibility, as the system of social roles and duties is seen as predefined, without room for reflection or self-initiation.
The Legalist-Confucian combination provided a monopoly on power, focusing on centralized control and a rigid social order. However, the system's strength became its weakness: by stifling individual initiative and reinforcing a culture of conformity, it prevented creative responses to societal changes. This led to a stagnation of ideas and social structures, and to the lack of adaptability required for sustainable growth.
In contrast, Taoism offers a more flexible and meditative approach to society, emphasizing personal reflection, balance, and especially synergy through the principle of wu-wei (non-action). Taoism advocates for a harmonious relationship with the natural order and suggests that excessive human interference often disrupts the inherent balance and natural flow of the world. 
Ming Dynasty and the Consequences of Confucian Conformity
During the Ming Dynasty, the totalitarian influence of Confucian ideology overpowered by Legalist ambitions coincided with grand, yet ultimately impractical, campaigns. 

The Ming dynasty’s excessive state-sponsored projects, such as the building of the world’s largest naval fleet in the early 15th century, are prime examples. The fleet was supposed to be a symbol of Chinese power but was not adequately based on solid theoretical foundations for trade and maritime exploration. The project ultimately proved unsustainable and the fleet was dismantled within a few decades.

Another campaign constituted gathering together the remains of the fleet and burning together with the facilities for repair and newbuild - thus effectively unabling to build new ones. Building of large seagoing vessels as private initiative was banned. The Confucian-based bureaucracy failed to recognize the practical needs of a rapidly changing world, leading to the decision to abandon long-term investment in naval infrastructure. 

Further reflecting this confusion between ideology and practicality, China closed its doors to foreign trade, visitors and influence, isolating itself and causing significant harm to its economy. This isolationist policy, which would persist until the 19th century, exemplifies the short-sightedness of maintaining rigid social and political structures at the expense of flexibility and adaptability.

The construction of the Great Wall of China during the Ming Dynasty serves as a metaphor for the inflexibility of Ming governance. The Wall, which spanned nearly 2 centuries of labor-intensive construction, was meant to protect the regime from external threats. Despite the vast resources dedicated to its construction, the Wall proved to be useless during several Manchu invasions and after the fall of the Ming Dynasty in 1644. The failure of the wall to protect China reflects a broader failure of strategy, in which the state's focus on maintaining traditional power structures led to a lack of adaptability in the face of evolving military and political realities.
Overpowered Confucian conformity may have likely resulted in the reduction of personal accountability and an inability to critically question existing norms. Political and social stagnation were the consequences of rigid adherence to authority, which led to inefficient decision-making and the undermining of China’s economic potential.
Han Feizi, while forecasted the later repression of Taoism and Buddhism, predicted also that Confucianism, when seen through a simplified lens, would evolve into a composite system prone to contradictions, especially in the face of political demands, saying “those who are patronized are not those who are of real use… “(ibid:109)
Summary:
Confucianism, as explored in the preceding sections, reveals itself as both multifaceted and adaptable, playing diverse roles throughout Chinese history. While shaping personal and societal identities, it has also evolved through engagement with other philosophical traditions. Neo-Confucianism, for instance, integrated ideas reminiscent of Western notions of individualism, drawing parallels with theories on the mind by scholars such as Mauss and Berkeley (Elvin, ibid:156–157). Similarly, despite Taoist opposition to many Confucian principles, Confucianism absorbed Taoist influences, particularly in its later forms (Chan 1969:136).
This evolution underscores Confucianism's complex historical trajectory, marked by shifting interpretations and applications of its foundational teachings. Over centuries, its texts and ideas have been reinterpreted to suit changing social, political, and philosophical contexts. As already Han Feizi astutely observed, those claiming to uphold Confucian doctrines often diverged significantly in practice, at times contradicting one another, while each professed to represent the true essence of Confucianism (Han Feizi, trans. Watson 2003:106).
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