Free Will in Confucian Ethics, a Comparison of East and Western Moral Teaching 
Confucian Ethics prides itself in finding the secular sacred and often is described as a humanist philosophical thought, therefore surely there would be evidence of freedom of will in these teachings given that it is a purely human idea, some arguing the extent of our free will is what separates us from animals. The Cambridge English dictionary defines Free Will as ‘the ability to decide what to do independently of any outside influence’.[footnoteRef:1]  This becomes a problem for some religions who believe that their god or gods have a hand in everything and therefore is a much discussed topic for many philosophers of many religions. This essay will compare aspects of Confucianism to Daoist beliefs as well as some similar western philosophies in order to determine if it is fair to state that there is evidence to support Free Will in terms of Confucian Ethics.  [1:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/free-will ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Confucian ethics is an ethical thought born of the Ru school of thought and its teacher Kongzi whose name was Latinised to Confucius. He based his teachings on that of the Zhou dynasty which existed some five hundred years before his birth and aimed to show leaders that by exercising kindness and acting morally good they would evoke the same response in their people and therefor bring crime rates down and have a long and peaceful rule. [footnoteRef:2] Confucianism is a humanist theory that focuses on family and social harmony. It is very different from many philosophies as for Confucianists, ordinary acts of human lives such as our relationships with one another are sacred in themselves. Unlike with Christianity which teaches humans to do good on earth in order to be rewarded in heaven, followers of Confucianism believe humanity itself is a gift from the divine, from Tian. For them, the ‘secular is sacred’. [footnoteRef:3] Confucius aims to teach people how to live their lives, not by determining how they speak or what they do but rather who they are at their core. It could be argued that since Confucius wants everyone to make the same moral choices and display the same moral characteristics in order for us all to aim to become the junzi, there is no place for free will within Confucianism. There is however a lot of focus on the concept of family for moral education.  Kongzi himself mentions childhood very little with the few passages in which he does suggesting that their moral education is best left to the discretion of the parents. [footnoteRef:4] However we can draw from Analects, passages that prove that for Confucians, moral education starts early.[footnoteRef:5] For example in Analects 1.2: It is mentioned that planting roots in familial love and brotherly respect is crucial for the Way to flourish, these roots for familial respect must begin from birth and therefore so should your moral education? Also in Analects 19.12 Ziyou criticizes Zixia for giving the younger students menial work however, Zixia argues that the earlier we start something, the earlier we tire of it. Zixia’s point of giving the younger students easier work shows a real education system in place with age appropriate work, therefore proving a moral education starts from a young age and improves and grows more elaborate with age. Can we truly say that these children had free will if they have been conditioned from a young age on what their parent believe as moral behaviour? Could we truly say that they have the freedom to choose a different moral path if they have only known one from a young age? Chenyang Li argues that we shouldn’t use the term ‘free will’ at all when discussing Confucianism as it is a ‘deeply troubled concept, constantly haunted by determinism on the one hand and existentialist absolutism on the other’.[footnoteRef:6] They claim we should instead focus on the concept of freedom and body autonomy as discussed by contemporary feminist scholars, for which Confucianism allows a lot of. Confucianism is all about choice and choice by definition implies freedom. Confucians believed that everyone is fundamentally good deep down and through filiality, ritual forms of conduct and judging moral dilemmas anyone can achieve junzi – ethical nobility. Although people are born good, they must choose whether to improve upon themselves and how they are going to do that, the fact that it is known as SELF-cultivation and is an expression of individual moral effort means that there must be some form of free will within Confucianism, even if it is different to our westernised idea of what ‘free will’ means.   [2:  Wills (1994) p11]  [3:  Fingarette (1972)]  [4:  Kupperman (199) p37]  [5:  Cline (2017)]  [6:  Li (2014) p902] 

Can the same however be said of any Chinese Philosophy? Daoism has any similar features to Confucianism however, where Confucianism is more concerned with human society and relationships, Daoism is more about natural phenomena and who the person is in relation to the natural world rather than who they are in relation to others. [footnoteRef:7] Does this more self-centred philosophy allow for more free will than Confucianism? Some would agree as the journey to follow the Dao is a personal one, and doesn’t have as many outside influences such as parental moral guidance and moral education. For Daoists, the focus is on themselves and their individual fate so they have the freedom to go their own way. However, they do believe in a deterministic approach, they believe in destiny or fate and the Dao is ‘The Way’. They cannot truly have free will as although they can choose their journey, their destination was predetermined. They can choose how they end up in the river, but they cannot choose to stay dry.[footnoteRef:8]  More evidence that early Chinese people believed in a predetermined fate comes in the form of bone divination. During the warring states period (475-221BC) in China, we can start to see a shift in belief from anthropomorphic spirits being massively powerful to being subject to the laws of nature and lunar cycles through writing left on these bones being less asking for spirit intervention and wording being made less respectful towards the spirits. [footnoteRef:9] This shows that in earlier dynasties they were more likely to believe in a concept of free will but during a period of uncertainty and war, perhaps it was easier to believe that there everything happened for a reason and a more ridged idea of predetermined fate. This is further shown through the changing meaning of the word ‘ming’. This used to be a term meaning describing how superior powers cause unpredictable events but later its meaning became more of a description of an unalterable course of life which is predictable. [footnoteRef:10] The changing meaning of this term again shows the changing attitudes in China towards the concept of fate and determinism which is often an argument against free will as how can we possibly have any form of choice when our fate is already written in stone and unchangeable?  [7:  Stent (2002) p53 ]  [8:  https://www.mastermencius.com/fengshui-blog/2016/11/29/what-does-daoism-say-about-free-will ]  [9:  Song (2018) ]  [10:  Song (2018) ] 

The answer to this can actually be found within western ethical and philosophical theories. Due to the fact that many forms of Christianity believe in an all knowing, omnipotent god and the fact that the concept of free will is so important to western civilization, there have been many different arguments between philosophers and scholars about the connection between free will and a seemingly deterministic world. You could argue that evidence for free will existing in conjunction with Christian beliefs can actually be found in the first book of the bible, with the fall of the first humans Adam and Even from grace as they are cast out of the garden. The fact that they disobeyed a direct order from God who in return punished them for it is a great argument for the first humans being granted free will because if god had planned it, if he knew it was going to happen then why punish them? Surely an omnibenevolent (all loving) God that most Christians believe in would not set his children up for failure so this must be an act of free will? This ties into the debate commonly known as ‘the problem of evil’. How can a monotheistic God such as is described by Christianity, Judaism and Islam as all knowing (omniscient) all powerful (omnipotent) and all loving (omnibenevolent)  exist and yet there is evil in the world? Alvin Plantinga proposed free will itself as the answer to this problem of evil, stating that even an all powerful God could not create a world where human being have free will and yet do not choose evil as that would completely change the definitions and free will as we know it would not exist. [footnoteRef:11] This not only proves that free will exists according to Christianity but also is a key part of their religion, solving one of their key philosophical questions that is not only asked by Christianity but by eastern religions such as Judaism as well.  [11:  Plantinga (1977) ch. 4] 

Confucian ethics and its moral teaching bare a striking resemblance to Aristotle’s ‘Virtue Ethics’ widely examined by western philosophers. Virtue ethics is one of the three main ethical schools of thought that exist in western normative ethics alongside Deontology and Consequentialism. Like Confucian ethics, Virtue ethics discusses kindness and strength of character, however it is an ethical theory that favours how a person is at their core rather than what they do. Where Confucians focus on familial love and social harmony, virtue ethicists are more concerned with honesty and strength of character. Both are very similar in that they value human traits as gifts from the divine and have a higher form of moral being they wish to become through moral education and self-discipline. Confucians call this ‘Junzi’, ethical nobility whereas Aristotle named his ‘Eudemonia’ human flourishing. [footnoteRef:12]  Both of these states are available and achievable for anyone who works hard enough to understand and flourish as a moral human being, setting it apart from many other ethical theoriest and determinist approaches especially that say people are predestined to be good or bad, in Christianity the theme of predestination is sometimes debated, are some people predestined for hell or heaven no matter what they do and in that vein never can truly experience free will? John Calvin was a believer and scholar of the predestination theory stating that God had already chosen his ‘elect’ due to their actions that he as an omniscient god knew they would take. [footnoteRef:13] You could argue that the concept of free will could never exist in Calvinism as you are already chosen to go to hell, why bother being good? And even if you did do good, surely it could never truly be selfless as there would always be a thought in the back of your head saying ‘maybe if I do this then God will realise he made a mistake’? This kind of thinking can be really helpful in times of war as it means no matter what you are forced to do by your superiors, you are already predestined one way or another so it grants soldiers comfort. However this kind of thinking can also be very damaging in society and therefore not tolerated by Confucians due to the fact that achievability is a powerful motivator to do good in the case of Junzi where it is achievable for everyone. The fact that Calvinists believe that nothing you can do can change where you end up means why even try to be morally good? Therefore in comparison, Confucian Ethics strongly supports the idea of free will in the same way that virtue ethics does and Calvinism fails to do, by creating achievable ‘virtues’ for everyone that they can use their free will to choose to study to become junzi or not, whereas predestination as shown through Calvinism completely erases that choice.   [12:  Yu (2013) p35 ]  [13:  Oswald (2008) p209] 

In conclusion, while free will is an essential concept in the west in order to keep the peace and promote social harmony, this is not the case in the very different society that existed in China both in the past and today. Confucianism is a humanistic and equality loving philosophy which promotes free will through the fact that people had the choice whether to aim for the junzi and how much to obey the rules to achieve ethical nobility.  The ridged moral education and the strong dedication to familial bonds makes us question the validity of this free will, if you are acting on what your family thinks is right and are taught that from a young age you must never contradict them and support them, can we truly say the choices you make are of your own will rather than your families? It is more likely that ‘Free Will’ is too westernised a term/definition to truly apply to China and perhaps as suggested by Li ‘Freedom’ is a better term to use? This works in the sense that it eliminates all the definitions that instantly link to God and determinism that simply doesn’t apply when talking about Chinese philosophies such as Confucianism or Daoism, despite the similarities Confucianism has with certain western moral theories such as virtue ethics.    
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