HPCH6001- Exam (Completed in 2 hours) 12/06/2020 – Jess Plunkett 1700273

Question 4:  In what sense can we say that Confucian ethics is a family centred tradition?
Confucianism is a humanistic philosophy which places an emphasis on family and social harmony. Confucian ethics has been called humanistic as it places its emphasis on the secular rather than the divine, finding heaven in everyday moral choices that people make as that innate morality is a gift from the divine (Tian). Although family is a key part of the ethical traditions concerned with Confucianism, there are other aspects of Confucianism that could be argued to be equally as important. This answer will look at the familial, political and social aspects of Confucianism to in order to debate that Confucian ethics truly is a family based tradition. 
Firstly to look at evidence to support claim that Confucian ethics is a family centred tradition. Most scholars agree that there are five key relationships that must be considered when looking at Confucian ethics, these are the relationship between a father and his son, the relationship between an elder and younger brother, the relationship between a man and his wife, the relationship between a ruler and his subjects and the relationship between friends.  Family must be at the heart of this tradition if three of the five main relationships are family based. They must be all individually important in order for the distinction to be necessary rather than simply rounding the first three into one ‘family relationships’ column. The relationship between father and son is particularly important as it is based on a tradition of respecting your elders. Though Confucianism was not as strict about ancestor worship as other religions throughout China’s rich history, it still highlighted the importance of passing down knowledge from father to son and following a natural order. In this way we can say Confucian ethics is a family centred tradition.  There is also the fact that a child’s moral education begins with his family, the lessons learned from parents and siblings will form the basis of who the child will become, as stated right at the start of Annals in 1:2 ‘are not filial piety and obedience to elders fundamental to the actualization of fundamental human goodness?’. 
However, the original purpose of Confucianism can be said to be political as Confucius himself travelled from place to place educating rulers on how to behave. He idolised the teachings of the Zhao dynasty though it existed some 500 years before his birth and wished to teach rulers that by acting morally good in themselves they would inspire the same response in their subjects and therefore reduce crime rates and have a more successful and peaceful rule. [footnoteRef:1] Annals 13:1 states that a good governor should “Lead the people and work hard for them” so surely in this sense we can say that Confucian ethics is a political centred tradition? However, it could be argued that the philosophy Confucius teaches to these leaders is not that different from how he envisions a father would address his sons? Is he in fact teaching high ranking individuals to treat those lower than them with the same respect that a father should show their son, with the same kindness and mutual respect that brothers should show each other? So even in this sense, you could say that Confucian ethics is a family centred tradition  [1:  Wills (1994) p11] 

This theme of mutual respect is not just reserved for the family or ruler and subject, it is also a common theme socially as well, between friends and enemies. Friendship is something Confucius comments on a lot within his Annals, a good example coming in 16:4 which states “There are three kinds of friendship which are beneficial and three kinds of friendship which are harmful. Friendship with the honest, friendship with the sincere, and friendship with the learned are all beneficial. Friendship with the deceptive, friendship with the unprincipled, and friendship with smooth talkers are harmful.” This shows friendship to be a key area for moral improvement and therefore can Confucian ethics be considered a socially centred tradition due to the straightforward way Confucius addresses the importance of surrounding yourself with good people. Though many say Confucianism is about self improvement and your own personal moral journey it is important to remember the impact those around you have on your own ethical journey and even mental health as is a hugely debated topic in the modern era. Confucius also makes a point in showing the difference in recompense for making mistakes in Annals 4:26 as it states ‘In serving your prince, frequent remonstrance will lead to disgrace. With friends, frequent remonstrance will lead to separation’. If you make an incorrect moral judgement in front of your ruler you risk complete discrace which would follow you wherever you go, it would cripple you socially, however if you make a moral misjudgement in front of a friend all you risk losing is their friendship, in that sense is friendship not crucial as you learn through mistakes and making them when there are lesser consequences will encourage personal growth? So in that sense Confucian ethics is a social/ friendship centred tradition? However if you take this passage at face value it is also arguing that it is more important to be at your best in front of your ruler, and therefore also the rulers within your family as well proving that Confucian ethics is a family centred tradition. 
In conclusion, it is air to say that Confucian Ethics is a family centred tradition due to the fact that the ethical structure Confucius puts in place for family life is also applicable for so many other key parts of Confucianism, especially concerning political ethics and social ethics. 

Question 3: The father-son relationship is central to all Confucian ethical relationships, from familial to social and political as well as religious. Give your own analysis of this claim.
Scholars have identified five key relationships that are particularly emphasized in Confucian Ethics. These are the relationship between father and son, the relationship between elder brother and younger brother, the relationship between husband and wife, the relationship between ruler and subject and the relationship between two friends.[footnoteRef:2] In this answer I will show how the father-son relationship is the most important and central to all ethical relationships by applying Confucian quotes about this relationship to other relationships within Confucian society (these being the familial relationships, social relationships, political relationships and religious relationships) the first being familial.  [2:  Dau-Lin (1970) p27 ] 

The father-son relationship itself is a familial relationship, It is one concerned with honour and mutual respect. A son must obey his father without question and in return a father must stand by his son no matter what. In Analects 11:8, the father of Yuan Yan begs the master to sell his carriage that his son may have an outer coffin. Confucius replies “Talented or not, a son is called a son”. Although this passage goes on to reveal that Confucius refuses the fathers request, this quote tells us a lot about how Confucians were expected to behave towards their children. No matter how untalented a son is, their father is supposed to love them and stand up for them, even in their death. I believe this is an important ethical lesson within families even to this day, It is important to love your family despite their flaws, not just fathers and sons but siblings as well as mothers and daughters. In this way, the father-son relationship is central to Confucian ethical relationships concerning family. 
Confucianism encourages an ethical social order and promotes friendship as one of the key relationships. One way Confucius himself promoted having good relationships with your neighbours is through having a strong father son relationship as Annals 4:19 states “While your parents are alive, it is better not to travel far away. If you do travel, you should have a precise destination” If everyone stays close to their parents, surely it means that villages will contain the same few families for years and as a result will form close bonds to their neighbours. Even if they move away, they are to maintain close contact with their families and therefore knowledgeable about their past neighbours and vice versa. In this way, the father-son relationship is central to Confucian ethical relationships socially. 
Politically, the relationship that Confucianism promotes between rules and subject is very similar to the one between father and son. Confucius himself went around teaching political leaders to be more successful through their relationship with others so this is definitely a key part of society that Confucianism aims to target. In Annals 4:18 Confucius states “When you serve your mother and father it is okay to try to correct them once in a while. But if you see that they are not going to listen to you, keep your respect for them and don't distance yourself from them. Work without complaining”. Although this is pertaining to a father and son it is very useful advice in politics as well. It is about keeping the peace and respecting others even while you disagree which I would argue is a key skill when it comes to politics. Rulers have to come to arrangements without offending one another as one false step is war. So by treating them with the respect a son would a father you can keep the peace between rulers and avoid war. In this way, the father-son relationship is central to Confucian ethical relationships concerning politics.   
Confucian religion is all about balance and maintaining an natural order. For followers of Confucianism ‘the secular is sacred’ and ordinary acts of human life such as the familial relationship between father and son is considered sacred in itself as they express moral behaviour given from the divine (Tian). [footnoteRef:3] Expressions of a Confucian religion can be found through rituals that can be taught through father to son and a father is responsible for the first steps in his sons moral education and can continue teaching them after his death as Annals 4:20 states “If, for three years (after your father's death) you don't alter his ways of doing things, you can certainly be called ‘filial”. This tells us that for Confucians, family bonds do not expire after death and you are expected to love your parents and respect them even after they have departed from this world. It also reflects the religious belief of keeping things the same and maintaining a natural order through consistency. In this way, the father-son relationship is central to Confucian ethical relationships concerning religion.  [3:  Fingarette (1972) ] 

In conclusion, The father-son relationship is central to all Confucian ethical relationships as it provides a model for how Confucians were expected to treat people no matter whether their relationship was familial, social, political or religious, the father-son relationship model had lessons that could be applied to all other relationships. To treat others with the respect you afforded to your father and the emphasis Confucius places on family makes this ethical model a great one, not unlike the divine father-son relationship in Christianity however one could call it more relatable as it is a physical example of how to treat one another based on our earthly experiences, not just our divine experiences. 
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