Is The Confucian Concept of The Self Still  Relevant in the Modern World and to an Understanding of the Good Society.
Introduction.
In this essay I will explore whether the Confucian view of the self is still relevant to the modern world and to a modern understanding of what constitutes the good society. To do this I will give an outline of the main teachings of Confucianism as found in the teachings of both Confucius and Mencius and will give several examples of how these teachings have been applied in specific situations. Following this, I will give an evaluation of Confucianism, outlining both what I consider to be its strengths and weaknesses and offer a judgment on these. In conclusion, I will argue that Confucianism is relevant for today and outline why and how this may be possible. At the outset I think it is important to emphasize that there are fundamental differences between the conception of the self in Eastern and Western thought. This difference, according to Jin Li, can be understood in terms of being and becoming. The self in Western thought is conceived as being essentially fixed, individualistic and rational, whereas the Eastern self is flexible and relational. (Jiyuan Yu, 2006), In the west, we are what we are, whereas in the East we are what we become. Ames views this difference as being the difference between the platonic self is an essentialist outlook in which the self is one of a kind, contrasted with the Eastern self which is realized through what one does as opposed to what one is. (Ames, 1997). In the west, this has given rise to a self that is conceived as being autonomous, that possesses an individualized will and so is deserving of individualized human rights. To understand the Eastern self, those who are socialized in this Western view would have to move away from this conception of the self and instead understand that in Eastern thought, the self is rooted in social relationships and has meaning only through these relationships and the fulfilment of the social obligations these relationships place upon the self. In the Eastern view, the self has to be worked on and cultivated in order to achieve its potential, as the following outline of Confucian theory will make clear. 
Confucian Theory
The Confucian understanding of the self is based on the concept of self-cultivation, (Gardner, 2014). This idea is central to the teaching of both Confucius and Mencius. To quote from the great learning, “From the Son of Heaven down to the mass of people, all must consider the cultivation of the person the root of everything besides.” Tamblyn (2016), p. 87, "The Great Learning." The idea of self-cultivation, known as Xiu or Xiushem, is a process whereby the self is transformed into a Junzi, a virtuous person, also known as a gentleman. (Gowans, 2021). Moreover, this process or method of self-cultivation is achieved through learning. This particularly derives from the experience of Confucius himself, who, through learning, developed his self into a Junzi, a virtuous person. Thie importance and centrality of this love of learning is  illustrated in book two of the Analects: “The Master said, ‘At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning.” Tamblyn (2016), p. 3.   And for Confucius this “bent on learning” was the foundation for his self-cultivation. The type of learning that Confucius was referring to was history, poetry, music and ancient rituals. (Littlejohn, 2021). Through these pursuits, the individual become a complete person, again to quote the Analects,” the master said, suppose a man with the knowledge of Tang Wu-chung, the freedom from covetousness of Kung-ch’o, the bravery of Chwan got Pien and the varied talents of Zan Ch’iu; add to these the accomplishments of the rules of propriety and music-such one might be reckoned a COMPLETE man”. Tamblyn, (2026, p.45).  I quote the Analects here to illustrate the intellectual basis of Confucianist self- cultivation.
There is another aspect to this idea of self-cultivation which is so important and foundational, and that is the relational aspect of Confucius’s thought about the self. The idea here is that one’s self- cultivation is achieved through the social relationships of the family, through filial relationships particularly with the patriarch of the family in which the father-son relationship is central. (Gardner, 2021). Here the relational and patriarchal aspects of Confucianism cannot be over emphasized, particularly the gender power relationships on which this was based. (Xinyan Jiang, 2009). This, along with the importance of ritualism and participation in ritual  are basic to the development Confucian self. (Neville, 2021).
The same is true for Mencius, who develops Confucian thought. In book V11 of his work, “Mencius said, ‘For a man to give full realization to his heart is for him to understand his own nature, and a man who knows his own nature will know Heaven’.” Lau (p.145) 1970. And for Mencius the process of self-cultivation that lies behind this self-realization as all important. For example, in book 2, part A, Mencius sates that it is the “ch’I” which unites rightness and the Way. Here the chi is flood-like moral energy within the self that has to be constantly worked on. Mencius illustrates this through a story about a farmer who pulled his seedlings because he was afraid, they would not grow. Consequently, they became shrivelled up and useless. (Mencius, Book 2, part A). The point of the story is that the self, however we understand it, needs the proper time and conditions in which to grow. And in Mencius we find that there are certain innate seeds within the shelf, which when cultivated lead to specific virtues. These are, shame, leading to righteousness, deference, leading to respect, compassion, leading to benevolence and approval / disapproval leading to wisdom. Moreover, in Confucious this process of self-cultivation is achieved by making the thoughts sincere, which, “is allowing of no self-deception”. Tamblyn, (P.89), 2016. 
Given that both Confucius and Mencius believe that self-cultivation is the way to completeness and moral integrity, we now need to ask how this is actually achieved ? Is there any particular methodology that should be utilized? In both Confucius and Mancius, this particular methodology is the doctrine of the mean. To quote the analects, “The superior man embodies the course of the mean.” Tamblyn, ( p.71), 2016.  Here, the mean for Confucius means obtaining an equilibrium through following a middle way between extremes. In the sense that following the mean is making certain choices between two extremes, it is fundamentally an ethical exercise, in which a person chooses the middle way between opposing emotions or behaviours. (Jiyuan Yu, 2008). Thus, through this method, a person can usually be certain of what the morally or ethically right course of action would be by understanding what, in a given context, the two extreme opposites would be. From this the middle way can be deduced. And Mencius mentions holding fast to the mean. (Mencius, Book 2, Part A). For Confucius, the result of achieving this equilibrium through the mean is “what might be called a state of harmony”, Tamblyn (p.71), 2016. And this state of harmony is a fundamental concept in Confucianism, because it is through the harmony of the self that the harmony of the state is achieved. And as the cultivation of the self is fundamentally relational, this means that the harmony of the self and of the state is based upon strong familial relationships, on strong filial relationships, particularly the relationship between the familial patriarch and his sons.
The Confucian understanding of the self and of the self in society is fundamentally different from the traditional western society conceptions of self and society. The modern western view of the self is based on conceptions of personal autonomy, individual rights and limitations of state power. (Jiyuan yu, 2008). This difference between Confucian Chinese philosophy and western thought can present a problem to the modern western conception of the self, and to comprehend the Confucian world, we have to put aside that understanding of individual human rights and autonomy and limited state power and instead see the self as being realized through being subsumed within the family, ancient ritual practices and filial obligations and duties. (Gardner, 2012.) Once this is understood, we see a picture of Confucian Chinese society which is ordered, harmonious and stable. A society in which the individual has a defined place and role, in which the self is nurtured and cultivated and through following the mean, also known as “the way”, become complete.
Case Studies.
To illustrate how this method has and can work, I’m going to look at three case studies: King Shun, Zengxi and Roberto.
King Shun.
King Shun is a classic example in Confucius of someone who went through a process of personal change and became a paradigm of filial piety, known as Xiao in Mencius. Shun’s parents were reputed to have been cruel and even conspired to kill him. Despite this, Shun persevered with his obligations of filial obedience to his parents, especially to his father, and by this, demonstrated innate goodness and the higher virtues which overcame personal abuse and adversity. Shun demonstrated that innate goodness and filial obligation was not dependent on his parents’ own goodness and worthiness but was independent of it. That one should do the right thing towards others even though others may not be deserving of it. Legend has it that Shun’s parents repented of their harsh treatment towards him, and so he became a legendary example of Confucian filial piety, the practice of which allowed the individual to rise above adversity and demonstrate moral superiority. As a consequence, his innate goodness and virtuous superiority was recognized by the then emperor who appointed Shun his successor. Thus Shun became an exemplar of moral goodness in Confucianism. As Mencius says, “As far as what is genuinely in him is concerned, a man is capable of becoming good”. Lau, (p.125), 2003. This is at the heart of Confucianism, that a person’s nature is capable of becoming morally good through self-cultivation and moreover, this theoretically applies to all despite their station in life. Shun also became an example of the virtuous ruler, who, according to Mencius, was given the empire by heaven. (Mencius, Book 5, part A). And so King Shun stands as a living example of one who has achieved harmony within oneself, which in turn leads to harmony within the state.
Zengxi.
The second case study is of Zengxi, a disciple of Confucius. In 11, 26 of the Analects, Confucius asks several of his disciples what they wish for themselves. One of the disciples said he wanted to govern a troubles state, while another one said he merely wanted to be a competent official. But when Confucius asks Zengxi what his wishes are, he ceases playing his lute and replies that, “ In the last month month of spring, with the dress of the season all complete, along with five or six young men who have assumed the cap, and six or seven boys, I would wash in the I, enjoy the breeze among the rain altars, and return home singing” , Tamblyn (p.35), 2016).  And Confucius says he agrees with Zengxi. This story illustrates well the essence of Confucius’s teaching. For the other two disciples expressed personal ambition, whereas Zengxi expessed only contentment with his life, being able to bathe in the river and enjoy nature. This shows a person untroubled by political and personal ambition, someone at ease with themselves. Moreover, Zengxi at the time was playing the lute and musical accomplishment and engagement with learning poetry, history and ancient rites, was to Confucius all part of that process of self-cultivation. (Littlejohn, 2021). Although I’ve mentioned Emperor Shun above, political ambition in Confucius is really only secondary to first reaching that level of moral integrity, which his example does demonstrate. So for Confucius the political and personal ambition of the two other disciples was misplaced, while the primary self-cultivation and personal contentment of Zengxi were correct expressions of Confucius’ s teaching.
Roberto.
Roberto is a modern fictitious example of Confucianism in Tan and Tan. (Tan and Tan, 2016). The story arises from the possible applications of Confucianism in modern education, particularly that education is not so much about the learning of facts, but is a process of self-cultivation and self-realisation. In the story presented by Tan and Tan, a music teacher encourages one of her pupils, Roberto, to learn the violin. While Roberto finds it difficult at first to master the instrument, he goes through a process of learning, by trial and error and practice, to become successful. The story reveals that learning to play an instrument requires internalization and the application of knowledge and can be seen as a form of spirituality. Eventually, Roberto begins to play in an orchestra, which too contains moral and spiritual lessons. Playing in an orchestra teaches him how different instruments fit together and harmonise with one another, providing a lesson in how one fits into and harmonises with wider society and also with peoples of other countries and cultures and how everyone has to work together to achieve that harmony.  So the process of learning an instrument is not only acquiring a particular skill, it is also an ethical and spiritual endeavour. This obviously has resonances with the Confucian idea of self-cultivation. As is the example of Zengxi above, mastering a musical instrument was also a process of self-realization. And again, it is through learning that a person discovers certain truths about themselves and society in general. In Roberto’s case, learning the violin gave him self-confidence, self-awareness and a sense of personal achievement. And the very nature of the harmonies in an orchestra taught him the need for personal harmony and for harmony within society. Clearly, this example, albeit fictitious, illustrates just how the principles of Confucianism can be applied in a modern educational context and how education is a process of ethical and spiritual growth.
Evaluation.
In this next section I shall give an evaluation of Confucianism, highlighting both positive and negative aspects, its strengths and weaknesses and give a judgment.
Strengths.
I think the strengths of Confucianism and many and obvious from the above outline of its main theories and from the case studies. The centrality of self-cultivation can only be considered a strength, and particularly when applied to education. As this essay is fundamentally focusing on the self, it is clear that both Confucius and Mencius have definite concepts of the self and further understand that this “self” which is contained within, or is part of, the human person, needs cultivation and nurturing. And further, both realize that this is a process of becoming; that the true self is not innately given to us, but has to be worked on in order to achieve its potential. And as in the case of Roberto above, this achievement of potential is the consequence of the relation between pupil and teacher, sage and disciple. Mencius illustrates this point well in his story of the sprouts and the farmer. But the strength of Confucianism also lies in the consequences of what it means to become a morally superior person, which is the state of harmony this achieves within the individual and how this is the basis for harmony in society.(Tang and Tan, 2016). Particularly, I would argue that the relation between the harmony within the self and the harmony this produces in society is one of the fundamental strengths of Confucianism. Any philosophy or teaching which has individual and societal harmony as its goal surely must be a social good.
And the fact that Confucianism is also fundamentally relational within the family keeps it from becoming a personally detached and remote philosophy.
Weaknesses.
However, in terms of modern day society, this relational aspect could be considered one of the main weaknesses of Confucianism. The culture of filial piety and obligation may seem old fashioned and out of place in the modern industrial world in which familial relationships aren’t the same as they were in ancient Chinese agricultural society. However, there is one aspect of Confucianism that definitely would be at odds with the modern world, and that is the filial piety demanded towards the patriarch of the family. Modern ideas of gender relationships and of gender politics would mean that this fundamental aspect of Confucianism would make the whole system possibly no longer acceptable. With its emphasis on the father-son relationship, Confucianism is very male oriented and while this can be seen to be a product of its time, placing such emphasis on the centrality of male gender roles would be unjustified in today’s world. Indeed, such a system was seen to have been responsible for the oppression of women in ancient China. (Batista, 2005).
One further weakness of Confucianism is that as it depends upon education, it naturally favours those who would be able to afford and so was heavily dependent on socio-economic factors. This indeed is a flaw as if the realization and completeness of the self through self-cultivation is dependent on education, then this would mean large numbers of the population would be deprived of that and automatically excluded.
Judgement.
When balancing the strengths and weaknesses of the Confucian system, I would argue that the strengths outweigh the weaknesses except for that one fundamental fact that it is based upon and emphasizes a strong patriarchal society. Whether this is simply a product of its cultural context or whether Confucianism has to have strong patriarchy is probably a matter of ongoing debate. But if we were in any way advocating a type of Confucianism in today’s society, this patriarchy would probably prevent it from being meaningful and relevant to many people in the modern world. I think this is a pity because there is so much else that Confucianism could give to us.
Conclusion.
In conclusion, I would argue that the Confucian understanding of the self is still relevant to the modern world. While further research into neo-Confucianism is possible, it is not the place of this essay to pursue that, or indeed the legacy of Confucianism that may still exist in China today. The cultural revolution that took place in China under Moa Zedong may have radically changed the place of Confucianism in modern Chinese society. Confucianism was fundamentally based on an agrarian society, whereas the cultural revolution was one of industrialization. What affects this process of industrialization had on Confucianism is again the focus of further research as is also whether Confucianism can be revived in any type of neo-Confucianism in China itself. But while we may consider the patriarchy of Confucianism to be severe weakness, I can find in Confucius no detrimental or discriminatory differences between the self as such, based on gender differences. Whilst Confucianism has been implicated in the subjugation and oppression of women in Chinese history, the Confucian concept of self-cultivation and moral development is equally applicable to women. When Confucius talks about the self-becoming complete and morally perfect, this appears to refer to the self in a gender-neutral way. Although there were specific roles for women based on gender, so there were for men, but that is because Confucianism understood the self and individual in terms of social relationships. It was these social relationships that gave meaning and purpose to the self. But that is not to say that those roles are forever permanently rigid and fixed. Maybe there is the possibility to adapt Confucianism to modern views of gender roles, exploring the possibilities of equality of roles. Although this couldn’t be in terms of western liberal views of equality as such,   and it would still have to be in terms of the Confucian relational understanding of the self, it is nonetheless possible that the Confucian understanding of the self could be redefined within the context of modern gender roles. (Yutang Jin, 2015).
This is very similar to the socio-economic aspect of Confucianism. One of the weaknesses I mentioned was that the necessary participation in education meant that only those who could personally afford it could become educated. In modern ways of thinking this would indeed be a flaw in Confucianism, but the same was true in most societies in the past, certainly true of Western society. But with the context of a state which provides free education to all, that particular criticism of Confucianism would no longer be relevant.
So on balance, I would conclude that the Confucian concept of the self  as a process of ethical self-realization, is still very relevant to today’s world, although it would need to undergo revision and adaptation. For me, there are three central ideas of the Confucian self which are particularly relevant today. These are the concepts of self-realization, moral perfection and harmony (in the self and in society). Through these ideas, the self can develop a state of completeness, which could be understood as a state of “wholeness” (Kwong, 2008). And this state of completeness, moral perfection and harmony of the self can be said to provide a sound philosophical basis for the good society today.
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