What is the Role of the Family in the Confucian Tradition?

Within Confucianism and the Confucian tradition, family has a few key roles to fulfil. Firstly, the base family unit of parents and children is seen as a reflection of the state and they are the most basic unit of society[footnoteRef:1], meaning if there are any problems within a family unit, then the likelihood is there are problems within the state too. In addition, family units are also responsible for education, whether that be filial piety, or moral education. If a child’s actions were wrong, then it would be the educator’s fault, parents, masters, for not educating the child enough, not the actual child’s fault.[footnoteRef:2] However, if a child was not filial to their parents, or teachers, then the child would be harshly punished.[footnoteRef:3] From this, it shows that the role of the family is important, and that the actions of the child affects the reputation of the family.  [1:  AFE, (2020), The Song Confucian Revival, http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/songdynasty-module/confucian-neo.html (accessed 10/06/20)]  [2:  Zhao, Y., (2020), https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=f9ee3f5b-bfe7-4c73-8331-abce0090877f (accessed 10/06/20)]  [3:  http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_2_No_3_February_2012/2.pdf (accessed 10/06/20)] 


Families within the Confucian tradition are seen as a reflection of the state. This means that a family can be seen as a microcosm of the state, so if there is trouble within the family then there is trouble within the state. Confucius states ‘It is rare for a person who is filially pious to his parents and older siblings to be inclined to rebel against his superiors… Filial piety to parents and elder siblings may be considered the root of a person.’[footnoteRef:4] In fact, families within Confucianism are ‘the cornerstone of order and peace in the world.’[footnoteRef:5] and Mengzi even states ‘if only everyone loved his parents and treated his elders with deference, the whole world would be at peace’[footnoteRef:6]. But is this simply meaning families on a regular level, as in parents and children, or does this extend to other ways in which the word ‘family’ could be used? For example, teachers and masters are respected as much as a head of a family, and there is the saying ‘a teacher for a day, a father for life’.[footnoteRef:7] This would then create a new style of family, one with no blood connections but still as important to all parties involved. To add to this, there is also the fact that certain cultures call their friends family, as in calling an older male friend an older brother, and a younger girl friend a younger sister and so on. They would even call the parents of their friends, aunty, and uncle, further showing this extended family unit. This shows that the family unit is a reflection of the state and can even be called a microstate. [4:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/confucius/#FamiStat (accessed 10/06/20)]  [5:  Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=8f108135-a121-42e1-870c-abce007799a7 (accessed 10/06/20)]  [6: ibid]  [7: Wuxiaworld, (2020),  https://www.wuxiaworld.com/novel/legend-of-the-dragon-king/ (accessed 10/06/20), chapters 117 and 557] 


In addition, if one were in a sect, or school, that too could be considered as a family with no blood connections, a martial family in a sense. The biggest example of this would be Shrek Academy within the Douluo Dalu series[footnoteRef:8]. Within the third book of the series, the academy has 20,000 years of history and their graduates dispersed across the continent. Whenever Shrek faced huge problems within the second and third books, the graduates of the school would all bring as much power as they could to defend the school which had nurtured them to be the best they could be. These examples show that ‘family’ is a reflection of the state and can even be called a microstate. This example shows just how important the right education is, as well as how filial piety is evident within schools and sects.  [8:  Book 1: Blue Silver Translations, (2014-2020) https://bluesilvertranslations.wordpress.com/chapter-list/, (accessed 10/06/20)Book 2:  - Wuxiaworld, (2020), https://www.wuxiaworld.com/novel/the-unrivaled-tang-sect, (accessed 10/06/20 Book 3: Wuxiaworld, (2020), https://www.wuxiaworld.com/novel/legend-of-the-dragon-king, (accessed 10/06/20) Book 4: Webnovel, (2020), https://www.webnovel.com/book/14107168305361805/Soul-Land-IV-(Douluo-Dalu)-%3A-Ultimate-Fighting (accessed 10/06/20)] 


	As the family units have the important responsibility of educating the younger generations, that schooling would include the culture of filial piety, as well as any moral education needed, along with the basic education everyone would have. Filial piety is defined as ‘an expression of respect from the child toward parent and elderly’[footnoteRef:9] and it is highly valued within Confucianism; in fact, ‘being ‘unfilial’ was considered a crime in the traditional Chinese society in China’[footnoteRef:10], and Terry states that this ‘could result in death as punishment’.[footnoteRef:11] Family units would also teach moral education, which is ‘necessary for organizing a harmonious society and a peaceful nation’.[footnoteRef:12] Mencius solidifies this argument within his writing, saying ‘Now men possess a moral nature, but if they are well fed, warmly clad and comfortably lodged, without being taught at the same time, they become almost like beasts’.[footnoteRef:13]  This shows how essential moral education is for the survival of the nation, so people do not devolve back into the state of beasts who mostly follow base desires of food, fighting, fleeing, mating and territory. [9:  Huang, G.H-C., and Gove, M., (2012), ‘Confucianism and Chinese Families: Values and Practices in Education’, International Journal of Humanities and Social Science, Volume 2, Number 3, pages 10-14, http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_2_No_3_February_2012/2.pdf (accessed 10/06/20)]  [10:  ibid]  [11:  ibid]  [12:  Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=8f1b4639-20f8-4d97-9dd2-abce00840e2b (accessed 10/06/20)]  [13:  ibid] 


	Mencius also has a quote which ends with ‘To acknowledge neither king nor father is to be in the state of a beast.’[footnoteRef:14] As this source was obviously written decades, possibly centuries ago when there was less information about the hierarchal system of beasts, it would be an insult to those who have no filial piety and do not care about any king. It means that those people do not follow the views of Confucius, Yang or Mo, and would care about very little other than themselves. Arguably, these types of people could do the most damage to any state with the chaos they bring while fulfilling their base desires and only caring about themselves – in a sense they could even be classed as evil and enemies of the state. For someone who acknowledged no father of any family unit (father, king, master, teacher etc.) being classed as evil or an enemy of state shows just how important the Confucians took their filial piety, and that the role of the family within Confucian tradition is of great importance. [14:  Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=8f1b4639-20f8-4d97-9dd2-abce00840e2b (accessed 10/06/20) ; Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=8f108135-a121-42e1-870c-abce007799a7 (accessed 10/06/20)] 


	In conclusion, the role of the family is one of great importance. It takes responsibility for the actions of the younger generation, as it takes on the primary role of education in their earlier years, until teachers and masters take over. The family moral ethics, so the moral education the family units teach, are the foundation and core of the Confucian moral value system.[footnoteRef:15] The family units also instil filial piety into the younger generation, which is the greatest show of respect to the elders and is integral to their society. The family is also seen as a microstate, and the state as a macrofamily, further illustrating the importance of the role of the family in keeping the peace of the state.  [15:  Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=8f108135-a121-42e1-870c-abce007799a7 (accessed 10/06/20)] 


In What Sense can the Term Harmony be Used to Describe the Confucian way?

The Confucian Way has two parts: the Confucian Way of Humans and the Confucian Way of Heaven. The Confucian Way of Humans is the moral code the followers of Confucius adhered to, with humaneness and righteousness as the main two applications within the moral code. The Confucian Way of Humans also focuses on ‘human secular familial, social and political life’[footnoteRef:16], and is more concerned with the life and the living of humans than the spirits and the dead. The Confucian Way of Heaven, on the other hand, speaks of how Heaven is the Way, but also of many other qualities. Spirits and spiritual forces are no longer negated and ignored, as they link into the operation and functioning of Heaven.[footnoteRef:17] This would then suggest that the Way of Humans is for the application within the life of Humans, to encourage themselves to become better and not devolve back into the state of beasts and animals. The Way of Heaven is for the cultivation of one’s self and really would only be useful for those who follow the Way of the Humans. Therefore, when one has managed to follow the Ways of Humans and Heaven, it would be then that they could be called truly at harmony with everything. Thus, using harmony to describe the Confucian Way would be correct, to an extent. [16:  Zhao, Y., (2020), https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=430cb904-7444-4560-8475-abc000e15655 (accessed 10/06/20)]  [17:  Zhao, Y., (2020), https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=430cb904-7444-4560-8475-abc000e15655 (accessed 10/06/20)] 


	It would only be to an extent because one would need to follow both the Confucian Way of Humans and Heaven to truly achieve the harmony. However, following the Ways of Humans and Heaven allows the devotee to be able to attain some level of harmony, and if they get enlightened from the ways of Humans and Heaven, although enlightenment is hard to accomplish and many are unable to do so, then they are able to become more harmonious with everything around them. In a wider context, a balance between the Ways of Humans and Heaven is essential for a relationship with harmony, and if that relationship has any disunity then there is a chance for conflict to arise. This relationship can be seen in the Chinese character for harmony, which is comprised of a plant and a mouth, which demonstrates the relationship between Humans (mouth character) and Heaven (plant character) to create harmony. There is no clear line between the Way of Humans and Heaven as they are always related to one another, which then means achieving the balance between the Ways of Humans and Heaven, and thus the harmony, is not always an easy task.

The concept of harmony in music is integral to achieving the balance between the Ways of Humans and Heaven, as ‘music is believed to reflect harmony as well as create harmony through touching the human heart and adjusting human conduct’.[footnoteRef:18] A combination of music and ritual ‘function together to establish harmony’[footnoteRef:19] where, according to Lin (1992:571), music shows the harmony of the universe and rituals show the order of the universe.[footnoteRef:20] The metaphor including music and harmony is developed thought the composition being made up of different notes and elements which create a harmonious balance. Another metaphor is the tasty soup metaphor, which was first thought of by Fung (1952:36) and describes combining different ingredients and flavours to create a harmonious balance of tastes.[footnoteRef:21] The notion of aesthetic value of music combines here with the bodily sense of eating a good meal, again showing the need for different elements required to create harmony.   [18:  Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=40fcad59-87ad-4239-ae5d-abc000e98b6b (accessed 10/06/20)]  [19:  Zhao, Y., (2020) https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=40fcad59-87ad-4239-ae5d-abc000e98b6b (accessed 11/06/20)]  [20:  Zhao, Y., (2020), https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=40fcad59-87ad-4239-ae5d-abc000e98b6b (accessed 11/06/20)]  [21:  Zhao, Y., (2020), https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=40fcad59-87ad-4239-ae5d-abc000e98b6b (accessed 11/06/20)] 


	The Confucian Way is all about harmony, as harmony is the highest level one can achieve in all spheres of Confucianism and the Confucian Ways of Humans and Heaven. Therefore, that shows just how essential harmony is for the Confucian Ways of Humans and Heaven. This is because ‘harmony penetrates all levels and dimensions’[footnoteRef:22] of the Confucian way of life, which includes metaphysics, religion, naturalism and politics.[footnoteRef:23] Achieving harmony creates a new state to be in, therefore in Confucianism the motivation is always to move forward to the new state of harmony. [22:  Zhao, Y. (2020), https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=192f796c-70ed-4abb-95d9-abc000f1bdc5 (accessed 11/06/20)]  [23:  Zhao, Y., (2020),  https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=192f796c-70ed-4abb-95d9-abc000f1bdc5 (accessed 11/06/20)] 
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