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To what extent did Confucianism affect and influence the development of Chinese culture? 

There are many characteristics that make up the culture of any distinct civilisation. This essay will focus on three specific points, politics, social structure/ interaction and religion in which to assess the impact. To assess these within the context of the development of Chinese culture I will look at evidence of how these characteristics have presented in modern day China from their origins in ancient history.
Confucianism has been defined as “the system of ethics, education, and statesmanship taught by Confucius and his disciples, stressing love for humanity, ancestor worship, reverence for parents, and harmony in thought and conduct” (Feuchtwang, Stephan 2016). Additionally, the fundamental doctrines of Confucianism were and are considered teachable, despite many of them, if viewed through a modern lens, might be described as personality traits or characteristics but in government the idea of morality is the most key ideal founded.
Confucianism impacted politics in redefining the role of political leaders through establishing the right of the people to declare that if the Emperor lost his power or was replaced prematurely it could be described as ‘heavens will’ and seen as “an indication that the ruler was unworthy and had lost the mandate. Natural disasters such as famine and flood were divine retributions bearing signs of Heaven's displeasure with the ruler, so there would often be revolts following major disasters as the people saw these calamities as signs that the Mandate of Heaven had been withdrawn” (Cheng Anne,1993 pg. 67). This reflects a new age of political responsibility allowing only for those who are wise and focused on what the country needs over their own will to stay in power. As seen in the Sui Dynasty, this mandate of heaven positions the first Emperor who lived frugally and brought an age of prosperity economically and agriculturally positively compared to the second emperor who openly spent while others starved, which lead to many revolution and his eventual loss of power. This act of the people’s power to decide government is essential to China’s culture as it is a foundation for the right to rule and hold power, as it comes from the will of the world and its people thus is key to the mentality of the Chinese people thus the sage like emperors morality in conjunction in with the law is the bases of Confucian ideas in government at this time.
Similarly, it is seen in modern day China with the General Secretary and President, Xi Jinping, whom has supremacy as the Emperor did in the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) when Confucianism became widely established. In modern day China the President is appointed by a legislative branch of government the National People’s Congress (NPC). The President is therefore accountable to the NPC. However currently the President in China holds all three of the key leadership roles within the country establishing him in a position which has strong parallels with the Emperors through the ages. There is however a strong expectation on moral leadership which is evident despite in modern times power being linked more directly to national political institutions.
The impact of Confucianism on social structure is significant. The Confucian texts themselves had impacted social structure massively by inscribing ways to live, social value and the importance of relationships. Confucius (551-479 BCE), Mencius (327-289 BCE) and Xunzi (310-217 BCE) who developed this form of thinking and shaping Confucian approaches. The Autumn Analects state; "the abandonment of ritual and the focus on individual desire over that of the country's needs, causing the fall of an empire if not corrected" (Cheng, Anne, 1993). The argument being that whilst man is inherently good, man’s desires causes him to become selfish and only with sage-like leadership, morality and administration benefiting all, will he provide the Chinese people with stability, continuity and durability. These ideals became a base for ‘Ren’ or what makes a gentleman. The virtues men should embody, showing clearly the level of influence this way of thinking has had on Chinese culture. Before Confucianism, people were given positions through merit or more often through the intervention of family ties. But from the introduction of these Confucian ideas, written exams or the ‘imperial inspection system’ were to determine how people who had taken the test could be usefully employed to best effect. Therefore, it gave China a national standard for administration and education through which the Emperors where able to choose people based on their merits and whether they are indeed are best suited for the position. The importance of education and attainment through exam success can be seen in present day China. Although today rather than using an examination process to derive the best way for an individual to be productive to the state, failing has become unacceptable. The teachings of Confucius have also emphasized about the reciprocal relationship of respect especially to parents and elders, and that between Emperor and subject. This is one tradition that is still very much alive in many Asian countries today making this aspect central to other cultures as well as Chinese culture. This aspect is palpable to older visitors to China from the West who are aware of the difference in respect to elders in day to day society. However, there are clearly limits within China to which these Confucian standards of behaviour have been applied in Chinese history. Confucianism as a model for social interaction was rejected after the fall of the Han Dynasty and revived during the Song Dynasty (950-1270 CE). The Communist era once again rejected Confucianism as holding back the development of Chinese culture and this has been overturned more recently and Confucianism in China is seeing a revival. The core premise of treating others as you would like to be treated has not been accepted consistently as is evidenced by the current treatment of Uyghur Muslims in contrast to President Xi Jinping public support for a return to ‘traditional Chinese values’ and the widespread teaching and application of Confucian principles in today’s China.
Freedom of belief is official policy in China today. Article 36 of the Chinese Constitution gives citizens the right of religious freedom. Historically this is illustrated by the Song Dynasty painting ‘Three laughs at Tiger Brook’ which shows three men portraying Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism all laughing together. These two religions and Confucianism have shaped Chinese culture as regards religion. When Confucianism became the official form of thought for the Empire, its influence became central to of the philosophical ideology of the Han Dynasty. At this point the Confucian texts became known as the Analects. All early versions of this text have been displaced by a version compiled near the end of the Han Dynasty. In around 175 CE this version was carved on stone tablets and the surviving fragments of these stones were edited innumerable times. One characteristic of Chinese culture specifically is that there is little to no distinction between philosophy and religion. This is not limited to one age but has been passed down, becoming incrementally important to China as it has developed. Due to this influence, which was particularly relevant during the Han Dynasty, social administration vastly improved from the totalitarian legalist system seen in the Qin Dynasty. What became established subsequently was a system of rule-based on principle. This provided an official basis for morals, ethics and law, something that the Qin Dynasty had not been able to establish. Even though currently there was an influence from Indian Buddhism and Daoism in the development of Chinese philosophy. However, what was absent at this time was what Confucius described later as prosperity for the people “The strength of a nation derives from the integrity of the home” (Creel, Herrlee 1949). In this way he established a role and accountability for the actions of every unit in society similarly seen in Chinese society today.  Confucianism since it was established recognised the importance of rituals particularly in the family and socially however these were set out as a means of maintaining order. Thus, Confucianism established a belief system more based on the Chinese state itself which is apparent today rather than a religious doctrine of a superbeing or god. The impact of this can be measured by the Chinese National Census, last reported in 2010 in which 52.2% of the population reported they had no religious affiliation including that of Confucianism. Tightening of state control of religious activity beyond the approved religions has increased since 2018. However, since 1980 CE there has been increasing state support for Confucianism as a reflection of traditional Chinese identity and core values – surely this reflects the importance of Confucianism in the development of Chinese culture.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Thus, one can determine overall that Confucianism is a common frame of refence for political, social and philosophical/religious discussion within China but may not directly influence chines culture directly now. It has become a cultural constant with a clear form of morals and principals carried down the generations due to its prevalence in history. Thus, demonstrating its effects on society becoming a bed rock for Chinese culture. Although there are aspects not carried over like views on slavery and women to the same extent, this demonstrates that it evolved and modernised but still antiquates that the main bedrock of this vibrant culture is embedded in Confucianism. Today the celebration of traditional Chinese values has led to a resurgence of teaching and the application of Confucian principles is becoming even more widespread, biggest being the ideal of morality being essential for the will of the people in goverment. Once again it is official government and party policy, except where there is a perceived threat to the stability and unity of China – a concern which has been prevalent since the Qin Dynasty and the first unification of the Chinese state.
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