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Why should we say that family is central to Confucian teachings?

‘Why should we say that family is central so Confucian teachings?’. This question might have a very obvious and simple answer to anyone who has previously studied Confucius and Confucianism, however I have never properly explored the traditions and beliefs of Confucianism before. With what I already understand about Chinese culture and society, particularly with regards to modern times, I can say for certain that family is at the center of people’s lives. Prior to any research done to explore this particular questions about Confucianism, I would not have been able to say that it was owing to Confucius and his teachings about the family that Chinese people even now hold family in a very high position of importance in their society and in their lives. So in order to answer this question, I wanted to explore what different authors and scholars had to say on the matter, and what directly from the teachings and writings of Confucius and his students could be clearly seen to back their points up.

Since the time of Confucius himself, which is commonly believed to be 551-479 BCE, Confucianism has provided parents with clear and appropriate guides and teachings to be able to educate their children on how to be good children and people. As Zheng Ruiwen emphasizes in their dissertation, “The essence of family togetherness and harmony is that Confucius largely emphasized the importance of family within the society, as well as of harmony in maintaining social relationships and societal stability.” (Zheng, p. 3). Harmony within the family structure, according to Confucius and Confucian teachings, also forms an integral part in creating harmony within the society, which is also seen by Confucius as a family on a much larger scale. The ruler and the government are seen as the parents to their people and as such it is their duty to care for and ensure their safety and happiness. According to this model, it is then also the responsibility of the people to care for their leader and ensure that their government can rule as efficiently and help everyone to be as prosperous and harmonious as possible. Comparisons between familial titles and structures and the society they are members of can be seen a lot throughout Confucius’ teachings. “Wishing to order well their States, they first regulated their families; wishing to regulate their families, they first cultivated their persons, their states were rightly governed. Their states rightly governed, their whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy.” (Confucius. and Legge, J., p. 357) Confucius thought that if the individual family was not harmonious, they could then not be harmonious with neighboring families, they in turn could not be harmonious with a neighboring city, and then the whole kingdom can fall apart.

In a section on the topic of ‘Family’ in his book ‘The World of Thought in Ancient China’ Benjamin Schwartz emphasizes that, according to the teachings of Confucius, “The family is ideally the first school of virtue and the source of those values which make possible the good society.” (Schwartz, p. 100). As I have stated above, Confucius encouraged people to strive to create a harmonious society through the individual family, and through this, create a harmonious society. Being a teacher himself, lots of his teachings include lessons and morals that include the reader or the student one day also becoming a teacher. However, his teachings are not only lessons for children to be taught how to treat their parents and how to become positively contributing member of their society, but also as lessons for parents on how they should educate and discipline their children in order to ensure that they do not only benefit society when they grow up, but also know to take on the additional responsibility of taking care of their parents when they grow older. These lessons are essential for children to understand their parent’s expectations of them, especially when it came to caring for them in their old age. 

Throughout Confucius’ teachings and those texts written long after his time, we can see that ‘family’ and familial titles are mentioned a lot. We can see even by just looking at the titles of the Twenty-Four Filial Exemplars credited to Guo Jujing of the Yuan Dynasty (Jordan, 1986), that 15 of the 24 have a familial title in the name, so straight away it is clear that family is extremely important and thought very highly of in Confucianism. The 24 Filial Exemplars, as can be guessed by the title, are 24 examples of how children should act towards their parents, with a great emphasis on respect and paying them back in their old age for taking care of them as children. The best examples of such titles, in my opinion, are no.5, ‘He Shouldered Rice To Nourish His Mother’, no.6 ‘He Sold Himself To Bury His Father’, and no.22, ‘He Carved Wood To Serve His Parents’. The titles show what was thought to be the most crucial part of each of the exemplars, and they all highlight the importance of serving your parents, especially when they get older, and doing whatever it takes to provide for them. 

One exemplar titled ‘He Sold Himself To Bury His Father’ tells the story of a man, Dong Yong, who came from a very poor family in the Han dynasty. His father dies and he promises to procure enough money to be able to give him a proper burial, so borrows money from a man and works to pay off the debt. With the 24 Filial Exemplars there are also 24 short poems that accompany them, all summarizing the story told in the exemplar, and noting in different instances what the reaction of heaven was to the person’s actions in the story, or what other people thought about them. The poem accompanying this particular exemplar praises Dong Yong, “To bury his father he has to borrow money; A fairy concubine appears on the road and Weaves the silk to repay his debt; Filial feeling moves the heavens.” (Jordan, p. 3). Although the main portion is about filial piety and what lengths the son is willing to go for his dead father, there is also another example of how a good Confucian family at the time should act. This is shown through Dong Yong’s wife, who even though they met on the side of the road and he had a large debt to repay, being his wife she saw that it was her duty to help him repay it. The last line of the poem is what really brings home the point of this particular story showing that family is central to Confucian teachings. ‘Filial feeling moves the heavens’ it is very clear encouragement for people to want to embody the characteristics of these people in the story and that practicing filial piety is something that the heavens will approve of. This family dynamic of a son doing everything he can for his deceased father, and a wife doing everything she can for her husband is a great example of what Confucius thought a good family should be, and what he taught people about how they and their families should behave. 

Another one of the 24 Filial Exemplars that is a good example of a child displaying good filial piety and highlighting Confucian familial values is no.19 ‘He Fanned The Pillow and Warmed The Quilt’. This exemplar tells the story of a boy, Huang Xiang of the Han dynasty, whose mother died when he was nine years old. He thought of her often and served his father, doing painful and diligent work to do so. He ensured his father was cool in the summer and warm in the winter, by, as the title suggests, fanning his pillow and warming his quilt. Through his exemplary displays of filial piety towards his deceased mother, but particularly towards his father would result in him being honored by the prefect Liu Hu. There is a verse of a poem which praises his acts of dedication: “In winter he warms the quilts; and In hot weather he fans the pillow to make it cool; The child knows a son’s duty; In a thousand ages there can be but one Huang Xiang.” (Jordan, p. 7). The act of Liu Hu praising Huang Xiang so highly and publicly for his devotion towards his one remaining parent is a prime example of Confucius and Confucian teachings aiming to encourage children to act in such a manor towards their elders, particularly focusing on their own parents. With regards to this particular exemplar, there is no hidden meaning or message that the reader or listener might have to go over a few times in order to fully comprehend it. It is simple yet was likely very effective in changing a young child’s attitude towards helping their parents out. The promise of praise from someone respectable, and the opportunity to show their willingness to devote themselves to serving their parents in their later years has continued to encourage children to this day in China to care for their parents as they age and ensure that they want for nothing in order to repay them for all they gave them as children.

Chen Lai (Lai, 2018) notes in this chapter titled ‘Historical and Cultural Features of Confucianism in East Asia’ what the most important features of Confucianism are in China, Japan, and Korea, also highlighting the differences in which Confucian values each country has considered more important that the rest since Confucianism was introduced there. The most important part in Chinese Confucianism, according to Lai’s research, references Jin Zhonglie’s work who explains that “Generally speaking, Chinese Confucianism emphasizes the personal moral life. Filial Piety and respect for elders define what one should do.” (Jin, 2001). Lai also discusses the importance in Chinese culture, with those who actively follow the teachings of Confucius and even with those who do not, of filial piety, or ‘xiao 孝’ and explains that “The true meaning of filial piety (xiao 孝) should be understood from this perspective. Filial piety is the cherishing of, and repaying of affection to, one’s parents. It is the root not only of ren but also of its practice.” (Lai, p. 103). I first came across the term ‘xiao 孝’ in a Chinese language lessons during my year studying abroad last year. I learned that the character was originally a pictogram of a young boy supporting an older relative on his back, thus one can see the combination of the character for boy/son ‘zi 子’ and the character for old ‘lao 老’, with the top part of ‘lao 老’ being place above ‘zi 子’. The formation of this character alone tells you, in the simplest of terms, all one needs to know about filial piety in Chinese culture; a son helping out his parent or older relative. This, I believe can be used to explain almost all of Confucius’ teachings, especially those on the subject of family and respecting one’s elders. His teachings about family give different examples of how a child can and should show ‘xiao 孝’, and how they can apply it to all the different parts of their life; family life, social life, and being a good citizen.

No matter what the teaching was originally about, there is a very high chance that family, family values, or filial piety will be mentioned somewhere. This is the foundation of family life in China, always respecting one’s elders and helping them as much as you can as they grow old, especially your own parents. The fact that this can be seen throughout China to this day could not highlight more clearly and has made me firmly believe that family is absolutely central to Confucian teachings, if it was not, I do not believe the teachings on the subject of family would still be followed as closely as they are. 
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