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1. 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.


Throughout Confucian thinking the idea of filial piety and expressing respect and revering ancestors is done in many ways and can be considered amongst the core foundations of all Confucian thinking. The idea of what constitutes of the family in the eyes of Confucianists constantly changes and evolves over time as teachers begin to adapt and expand upon the original teachings. Family becomes much bigger than just the household and the way this became about can be seen from the earliest model examples of how to behave ethically and virtuously; the ’24 filial exemplars’ stories that show how important respect to your elders are in the most extreme ways, and it is no coincidence most of these stories consist of father and son with some exceptions. Although the father son relationship is important within Confucianism, the idea of the ‘family’ and ‘household’ could be viewed as just as important as a whole representation as opposed to the father and son exclusively.

It is believed that Confucius believed and taught in the sanctity of “Wu Lun” which covers the 5 most important relationships within society, referring to that of; father and son, ruler and minister,  Husband and wife, elder and a younger brother, and then that of friends. This idea of “Wu Lun” was not one that stemmed from Confucius as he seems to discuss the relationship of the firs two within Wu Lun, father and son and the ruler and his minister (Dau-Lin, 29). As this is the first relationship in the list that Confucius refers and emphasises and would also be the first to occur chronologically in a person’s life, Confucius seems to correlate this relationship then evolving into the latter.
The relationship between father and son and how it related to that of state affairs was even questioned during the rise of Confucianism during the Han Dynasty, scholars of other schools of thought that opposed Confucianism would focus on this relationship. They believed that the Confucian teachings that endorsed respecting your father above all else would be a detriment to the state as they could not be trusted to remove personal bias in place of putting the greater populace first. Although Confucian scholars were also able to manipulate these exact same statements explaining how the love of the family was to be extended into society and if it could be done so then there was no greater place for them if not amongst politics. Whether or not the idea of Confucian ideas could be considered detrimental to the state the idea of the father and son has been represented in many Confucian stories that the son could protect the father before anything else even risking his own life.
In the Analects for example, there is a conversation between Confucius and a King which clearly presents how the relationship between father and son should exist within society. In the story the King states how a man’s son testifies against his father who stole a sheep, seemingly intend to brag about how the people of his village are committed to their community over their household, with Confucius responding that the Son and Father do not turn against one another and that is where their virtue lies, within their loyalty for one another above all else, even the law (Huang, 2015).
This story becoming so revered within Confucian teachings and the fact that these beliefs came from Confucius himself seemingly suggests that the father-son relationship is most imperative out of everything else, the idea that the father and son dynamic influences all other relationships can especially be suggested from Confucius’ teaching that to be considered a truly filial son you must maintain your fathers ways in life even 3 years after his death. This is then directly compared to how these attitudes are relevant within political situations when Confucius’ student Zongzi questions is filial piety complete obedience of the father and Confucius rebukes this by stating how a Ruler wither ministers who reproach and reprimand him will be successful and that is how to truly be a filial son (Huang, 2015).

The idea of paying respect to the parents whether intentional or unintentional had a huge impact on every other relationship within society due to the sheer significance it represented, even after death. For example, the required mourning time for a parent’s death would be 2 years long and you would be required to relieve yourself from your role within the community no matter how far up the social chain. This tradition and act of piety shows how the Confucian idea of relationships stem directly from that of the family, as all aspects of life could be impacted and reflected through a model Confucian interacted with his family. Along with this was the fact that the funerals were supposed to be expensive affairs and even the emperor would have to be homage to his ancestral lineage via expensive means.  Once again, this emphasis on family love and respect influences all parts of the Chinese culture however this is expected to be maintained to all family members not just the patriarchy specifically.
If the 24 filial exemplars are to be understood as the basis of all Confucian standards for acting and behaving within society originating from the family, then all these stories can be considered somewhat equal as they have been placed upon the same pedestal. If they were not they would be revered and well-known stories about filial exemplars but not necessarily considered one of the 24, for example the story of Maiden Cao or Cao E is a well-known story of a daughters devotion to her father in which she drowns herself, just as extreme as the other examples but is not considered amongst them. Therefore, if the 24 exemplars are in fact equal then it must be taken into consideration that not all these stories just consist of son and father but also explain the relationship of other household members. The idea that all love and relationships stemmed from father and son love in Confucianism is somewhat debatable if we just looked at those examples as they cover a larger scale of what is considered family, although it is undeniable that the father son love is significant and unique due to it being a bond that cannot be lost (An, 2008).

Although Confucian ethics and virtues were transferred into all aspects of Chinese society and politics, they can undoubtedly all be linked to the ideals of filial piety one way or another. The idea of family love and the worship of the elderly in themselves were/are simple premises that were easy to understand but daunting to adhere to, nonetheless these beliefs were easy and accessible for all parts of society as all men are born from a father. 
Therefore, these practices were easy to understand and manipulate into all the confines of daily life without referencing bigger beings amongst the heavens that perhaps could be seen bigger than humanity and human ability. The ability to spread the love you’re supposed to receive and exalt within your family into the larger state was not a hard idea for people to understand. 
Although the father-son relationship is perhaps the beginning of these relationships, I feel it is hard to refer to this relationship exclusively the most significant in regards to family and filial piety especially when the relationship between mother and child is strongly endorsed in the 24 exemplars. One of the clearest examples showing that does not necessarily have to be father and son relationship which can represent the highest virtues of filial piety is the scenario between the Han Emperor and his Daoist Grandmother and his refusal to disrespect her (Dubs, 1938).


1. Assess the role of the self in Confucian moral cultivation and ethical relationship

In Confucian thought, as in many Chinese traditional religions, focusing on your own virtue and how to better oneself can be considered the most basic of all principles in order to understand the rest of the philosophy. Within Confucian thinking the self, is not permanent and can be manipulated/cultivated in order to better within the confines of Confucian ideals. Confucian self is more external than internal, it can be seen through your relations amongst society and interactions with others. Within Confucianism the virtue of “Ren” is what trying to be achieved via altruism and what is expected of a truly benevolent person.
Although Confucianism is very much a religious/philosophical set of morals that are focused around life and valuing life, that does not exclude the idea of transcendence to become one with the world after death.  
Compared to other traditional and contemporary religions or schools of thought of the time Confucianism is considerably humanist and lacks many “superstitious elements” shared with them. Although supernatural and ethereal elements are still significant to the philosophy, Confucianism and the humanist view of self and virtue can be viewed as the origin of a major shift away from the supernatural (Fingarette, 1972).
The idea of the self and the terms that are relevant to it cover an array of different topics and attitudes within the world. The terms such as: Ji, Zi,Wo,Wu,Yu, Shen, Si, Xin and Zhi are all terms linked to the self or morality/ethics many of the ideas presented about the self can be seen and understood from within the analects in which Confucius discusses what it is to be truly virtuous.
The idea of Shen which means body, then came to symbolise the self as well as human/life. In the analects Confucius states that if oneself has their own life in order and is ruling over people, they need not make commands, however if their life is not together then even with commands they will not be followed (Muller,Confucius, 13:6). This suggest that everyone within the society must work on achieving the greatest self virtues within confucianism and in doing so the state will become almost autonomous, the ideal situation for everyone. 
In order to cultivate and obtain morale virtue and Ren, it is a strenous and difficult task that requires perfecting over one’s life (Muller,Confucius, 8:7). This is not obtained through sudden enlightenment but through understanding and working hard to adhere to the Confucian teachings, becoming someone “worthy” of society it requires working one one self tirelessly (Fingarette, 1972).
Within Confucian thinking, the idea of maintaining virtue is considered more importiant than staying alive but being less virtuous this can be seen when Confucius discusses military tactics with the Duke of Wei, he states that an officer with the highest Ren would rather sacrifice his life over his virtue. This premise of ultimate morality within the self (Muller,Confucius. 15:9).

Confucius presents the idea that the remvoal of anxiety and fear can lead to being someone who can be considered noble amongst others (Muller,Confucius. 12:3). When questioned about this and asked if that is all it takes, he elaborates by explaining that if a person can look inside themselves and find nothing that would be deemd shameful then as a by-product they then lose the tendencies of anxiety and fear. If this is the case then Confucius is stating that staying true to yourself when you are truly a person who has adhered to acting selflessly then there is nothing to be anxious or fearful about and that is what is required to achieve Ren (Muller,Confucius. 12:4).

Although these behaviours and beliefs adhere to Ren and perfecting yourself, behaving correctly in regards to family and their rituals (Li) is a considerably significant portion of what the self means within Confucian thought (Ames, 2010). In order to achieve the full perfection of one self they must publicly exemplify what they have cultivated within themselves but also pay homage to their familial raltions in a suitable manner.
Within Confucianism the self is an emalgamation of morality, thoughts but also then the actions that you decide to do in regards to these thoughts and morals. The idea of the self is larger than just the mind, it is both physical and metaphysical due to all the terms that can also be translated as “self”, even within Confucianism the self is seperated from the idea of Xin; which covers just ones thoughts and the pureness of these thoughts it cannot be deemed as the same as the self as it does not refer to actions.
Contrastingly to other western philosophers from Plato to Descartes the mind and the self are considered on in the same and what defines a person. For example Descartes’ famous phrase of “Cogito, Ergo Sum” or “I think therefore I am”, suggests the idea that the ability of cognitive thought is the what makes the self identifiable. This seems to adhere more to the concept of Xin within Confucianism as opposed to the whole self.
Plato and his view on the self can be understood as the intellect of the soul which is a separate entity from the body and physical world (Shivola, 2008). This directly contrasts with the Confucian interpretation of what constitutes the self as it excludes physical actions that are created and enacted due to the morality of ones heart/mind. Within Confucianism the self is not just how one feels or how one thinks but it is imperative to act accordingly as well, otherwise the moral cultivation that is being strived for cannot be achieved, whereas in these beliefs from Descartes and Plato the actions of a man seem less important and focus on cognitive thought.

Within Confucianism, the idea of moral cultivation and the self is key to achieving the highest virtues a living person can. The idea of the self is so predominantly emphasised within the analects due to its high importance towards achieving Ren and cultivating strong moral virtue. The highest representations of virtuous people within Confucianism would rather die and sacrifice their life than neglect the moral cultivation they have achieved throughout their lifetime for example the Officer example in the Analects (Muller,Confucius. 15:9). Morally correct cultivation could be achieved through different ways of behaving and enhancing the spirit and soul, this cultivation then became apparent throguh the interactions had between one another and were believed to be substantial to all parts of the Confucian life, achieving and understanding what was right and wrong supposedly allowed Confucian followers to act selflessly through setting an example. The different words and characters used for the self throughout Confucian teachings, refer and represent different physical or metaphyiscal parts of somebodies characteristics. The self within Confucianism is a concept that ends up focusing on an individual that eventually will affect others due to the role you then possess within society, such as your filial acts or political acts.
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