
Ren and li - the Confucian path to achieve human ‘self-realization’



Introduction

Confucianism is one of the three major religious philosophical traditions, the three teachings, in China that requires interaction with others to cultivate oneself for self-realization.   The other two teachings of Daoism and Buddhism emphasize on withdrawal into solitude for the cultivation.   Daoism was founded by Laozi (Born 571 BCE)  who was a contemporary to Confucius around sixth century BCE, and its philosophy is in great contrast to Confucianism.  According to Daoism, Dao is the ontological ground of all things which are existences (you) from nothingness (wu).  Naturalness, spontaneity and wuwei (non-action) are ways to be oneness with the Dao in terms of self-realization.  Daoist hermits retreated to the mountains to cultivate alone or to meditate to attain the sagely Way.  They led a secluded life and disdained social convention.  Buddhism was brought to China from India around 150 CE.  In Buddhism, attaining enlightenment to enter Nirvana or Buddhahood is the goal to end birth and death.  No-self realization is the enlightenment, and meditation is an important means for the attainment.  Meditation is a personal endeavor which requires total solitude whether it takes place in a boisterous environment, in a quiet room or deep in the remote mountains.  Social interaction is undesirable.  Self-realization in Confucianism, on the other hand, involves establishing ethical and harmonious relationships with other people with li (rituals) and yi (appropriateness or righteousness) in the name of ren (humanness).   Thus, self-realization is the process of harmonization of the self in a Social and spiritual context.  

Ren (humanness), li (ritual propriety) and yi (appropriateness or righteousness) are central in Confucian philosophy and they are interconnected and interrelated; li is a process of externalization of ren, and yi is the appropriation of li.  The whole process can be considered as self-cultivation.  Through the practice of li, one manifests ren; through yi one finds his/her place and roles.  From self-cultivation, one can transform the ‘Self’, from a petty person (小人) to ideal gentleman(君子) and from an ideal gentleman to a sage (聖人).  From Liu’s exegesis of the Analects, li is in harmony with the universal order of tiandao (天道), the Way of Heaven (Liu 367).  Li involves self reflections and interactions with other people.  The internalization of virtues harmonizes the self and the relationships with others and with Heaven.  Therefore, Self-realization involves both ren and li.

Many have considered Confucianism as a branch of social philosophy for its emphasis on self and social harmony, but there are those who advocated the religiosity of Confucianism like Tu Wei-Ming.  He called Confucianism a faith and contended, “to be religious, in the Confucian sense, is to be engaged in ultimate self-transformation as a communal act. Salvation means the full realization of the anthropocosmic reality inherent in our human nature. (Tu 64)” Apparently the concept of Heaven and sagehood dominated in the classical period of Confucian thought, and self-cultivation was also the emphasis in the Confucian teaching.  With these two aspects alone, if Confucianism is not considered religious, they are truly spiritual. 
Classical Confucianism[footnoteRef:1] is divided into three phases in the historical development.  Each phase is represented by the following Confucian teachers (Shen 1):  [1:  Confucianism was founded by Confucius (551–479BCE) during the warring States period, and its development through centuries has been divided into three periods namely, the classical Confucianism, the Han dynasty Confucianism and the neo-Confucianism.  Not long after the death of Xunzi (325–238BCE), China was unified under Qin Empire (221–206 BCE), which marks the end of the classical period of Confucianism.  Early Confucian texts were canonized in Han dynasty (202BCE-220CE).  Under the challenges of Neo-Daoism and Buddhism in Song, Ming Qing Dynasties, Neo-Confucianism is developed from the revival of Confucianism.  (Shen 1)
] 

1. Confucius (551–479BC), the founder of classical Confucianism, and his grandson Zisi (子思) (493–406BC)
2. Mencius (孟子) (371–289BC) 
3. Xunzi 荀子 (298–238BC) 
 I will investigate the spirituality (or religiosity) of the Classical Confucianism and explore the Confucian concepts of ren and li in terms of self-realization in this paper.  

Ren – Humanness

Confucius 

The term ren (仁) is multivalent with notions of kindness, humanity, goodness, love and benevolence, etc.… Some call it complex of attitude, emotions or feelings.  There are no concrete definitions of ren in the Analects.  Ren is associated with something from virtuous actions and moral dispositions.   People with ren are described as those with great skills in li, they care for others, and they are filial and loyal, etc.… All these qualities are the externalizations of ren.  However, when the cultivation of virtues is internalized, there is the power of ren.  I concur with Fingarette on his identification of ren as a power, and I believe it reflects the ethos of Confucian humanism and the Chinese culture. 

In ‘Confucius – The Secular and Sacred’, Fingarette refuted the Western psychological concepts of ren.  He argued that referencing ren to feelings and emotions does not reflect the true meaning of ren. He proposed new meanings to ren to clarify the main ideas in the Analects, and he identified and sorted out the characteristics of ren into two categories:  the struggle for ren and the power of ren.  

One of the passages that Fingarette rendered to highlight the struggle for ren is the passage when Master Zeng said,

 “A scholar-official must be strong and resolute, for his burden is heavy and his way (Dao) is long. He takes up Goodness as his own personal burden—is it not heavy? His way ends only with death—is it not long?”  (Analects 8.7).  

Slingerland interpreted the ‘Dao’ in this passage as a moral Way and a life-long journey of self-cultivation (Analects 80).  Carrying ren in this self-cultivation journey is like carrying a heavy burden that requires strength and resolute, and the journey is a struggle.  But this struggle, according to Fingarette, gives the inner power.  

There is another passage that emphasizes the importance of struggle in one’s self-cultivation.  Confucius said, 

“I will not open the door for a mind that is not already striving to understand, nor will I provide words to a tongue that is not already struggling to speak. If I hold up one corner of a problem, and the student cannot come back to me with the other three, I will not attempt to instruct him again.” (Analects 7.8) 

Struggling and striving to understand in learning is the process of improving oneself, which is a form of self-cultivation.  If a student does not have these qualities, Confucius would refuse to instruct him or her.  For Fingarette, this process of learning transforms the struggling self into an inner powerful experience.  The concept of ‘jihad’[footnoteRef:2] from the Islamic faith, which refers to the internal struggle of the believer to live out the Muslim faith as well as possible, shares some similarities with Fingarette’s notion of Struggle for ren.  The connotation of the term struggle in the Confucian tradition may be different from the one of the Islamic faiths, but they both refer to an inner mental activity of the mind that bears a religious context, and it is self-transformation. [2:  Jihad literally means “struggle or exert” oneself in the path of God of the Muslims in the Islamic faith.  There are three kinds of jihad: 1. Internal struggle of a believer to live out the Muslim faith.  2. The struggle to build a good Muslim society.  3. Holy war, the struggle to defend Islam, with force if necessary.] 


The power of ren is the source of inner strength and the ability to control oneself.  One of the passages that Fingarette articulated on the power of ren is, “without ren, a man cannot for long endure either adversity or prosperity (Analects 4.2)”.  Ren depicted here is an equilibrium power that provides an inner mental stability.  When a person comes face to face with adversity, the self or heart-mind under such circumstances would undergo a negative psychological reaction, which would impact on the person’s response on what to do next. Without ren one might feel anger, sadness, grief and depression.  This will cause the loss of balance in the self.  The equilibrium power of ren can help the self overcome such adversity with a clear mind of what to do next.  It offers the power of self-control.  Similarly, prosperity and fame to a person may bring fluctuations of emotions in the mind.   The power of ren will bring the mind to a calm state that emotions will not have an impact on the mind.   The strength from the power of overcoming adversity builds strong characters and it is self-transformation.  One can relate the power of ren to Friedrich Nietzsche’s famous aphorism, “What does not kill you makes you stronger.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The aphorism is taken from Friedrich Nietzsche’ Twilight of the Idols – “Out of life’s school of war – what doesn’t kill me, makes me stronger.”] 


Fingarette’s interpretation of ren as power and struggle highlighted the inner state of the self within the process of self-cultivation.  Without the power of ren, self-cultivation is impossible, and self-realization is unattainable.  

Zisi 

[bookmark: _Hlk124771415]For Zisi (552-479 BCE), Self-realization is the realization through knowledge.  Zisi is the grandson of Confucius, who is the author of several works[footnoteRef:4], including Wuxing (Five Actions-五行), which discusses the realization the Way of Man and the Way of Heaven.  In the Five Actions, Zisi classified actions into mere actions and the virtuous actions.  The classification divides realities into the reality of Way of Man and the reality of Way of Heaven.   The division draws a sharp line between ren and virtue, senses and intuition, human and sage, explicit knowledge (knowledge from sensual faculties) and tacit knowledge (knowledge based on intuition), and heteronomous morality and autonomous morality.  It marks a vivid distinction between the profane and the sacred (borrowing from Fingarette’s terms), and between human and Heaven.  However, there is the stage of sagacity that connects the two realms. [4:  Based on the Shiji (史記) and the Sui shu (隋書), Doctrine of the Mean (中庸) has traditionally been attributed to Zisi. Zisi ‘s ‘23 juan’ mentioned in the bibliographical treatise of the Han shu (漢書) and the ‘seven juan’ mentioned in the corresponding section of the Sui shu (隋書) are lost. (Tsai 119)] 


Tacit knowledge is the knowledge for the ultimate realization of the self.   Zisi’s five actions including ren (benevolence), yi (righteousness), li (ritual propriety), zhi (wisdom) and sheng (sagacity).  Both actions of wisdom and sagacity are formed internally, and they are virtuous actions, while the other three are just actions.  When there is harmony among the first three actions of ren, yi and the virtuous action of zhi (wisdom), there is a realization of action ren (仁), which is the Way of Man.  When all five actions including the two virtuous actions are in harmony, there is a realization of virtue action (de - 德), which is the Way of Heaven.  The epistemological difference between ren and virtue actions is that ren actions are associated with explicit knowledge (knowledge from sensual faculties) and virtue actions are associated with tacit knowledge (knowledge based on intuition).  The tacit knowledge is innate in the self.  Thus, to realize the Way of Man is to realize through the explicit knowledge, and to realize the Way of Heaven is to realize through the tacit knowledge. (Tsai 124-129)

Since the tacit knowledge is innate, anyone can aspire to realize the Way of Heaven.  But there is a gradual process in the full Self-realization.  First, one must realize ren, the Way of Man by living a moral life with virtues, especially the first four actions of benevolence, righteousness, ritual propriety, and wisdom.  When the Way of Man is realized, the person becomes a Gentleman (君子), a man of ren.  He then reached the sagacity.   Tsai clarified the terms sagacity and sage by identifying sagacity as those who have aural knowledge, the Way of Man, not sages who have already realized Way of Heaven (Tsai 127).  Finally, at this stage, the person can realize the innate tacit knowledge within and become a sage.  

Mencius

Mencius claimed that ren is Dao (the Way).  In Book 7, Mencius said, “‘Humanity’ means ‘human.’ When these two are conjoined you have the Dao.” (Mencius 7B.16) Mencius’ Dao of humanity can be considered in parallel with Zisi’s Way of Man in terms of humanness.  Unlike Zisi’s Way of Man, Mencius’ concept of Dao is more dynamic.  The Way of Man is linear and static because Zisi’s classification of the ren actions (ren, yi, li and zhi) into the Way of Man and the virtuous action (sheng) into the Way of Heaven created an epistemological gap for one to cross over since knowledge is the ontological ground of the Dao.  Moreover, ren actions are considered external realization based on other considerations (such as social codes, customs or consideration of self-interests), and they are not like the virtuous actions which based on internal and independent will (Tsai 124). This indicates a lack of a dynamic flow in Zisi’s Way of Man.  

For Mencius, on the other hand, ren is Dao and is human nature (性), not knowledge.  Mencius posited the famous argument that human nature is inherently good from ren.  He used an analogy of a child about to fall into a well to illustrate the pure feelings of human nature.  Mencius said, 

“Imagine now a person who, all of a sudden, sees a small child on the verge of falling down into a well. Any such person would experience a sudden sense of fright and dismay… By imagining this situation, we can see that one who lacked a sense of dismayed commiseration in such a case simply could not be a person.  Moreover, anyone who lacks the sense of shame cannot be a person; anyone who lacks a sense of deference cannot not be a person; anyone who lacks a sense of right and wrong cannot not be a person.” (Mencius 2A.6)

From this analogy, Mencius identified the four innate moral feelings (or senses) and aligned them to the four terms that Zisi used for the four ren actions.  They are Commiseration for ren, shame for yi, respect for li, and right and wrong for zhi.  He said, “everyone possesses these four feelings just as they possess their four limbs (Mencius 2A:6).   From these four pure feelings, he identified the mind.  Mencius’ moral mind is sometimes called the original heart or conscience.  According to Mencius, “Humaneness is the mind of human beings. appropriation (yi) is their path (Mencius 6A.11).”[footnoteRef:5]  Chan argued that pure feeling is ontological and spontaneous, while sensible emotion is ontic and aroused by the external factor (Dao of Conf. Chan 165).  In short, the four pure feelings that constitute the mind is within the Dao of ren, and yi is the guidance for moral actions.   [5:  I used English translation from Charles Muller for this passage, because I think it is more accurate compared to Robert Eno’s. Mencius. Mencius (Selections). Trans. Charles Muller. 15 July 2019. http://www.acmuller.net/con-dao/mencius.html.] 


It is probably the mind is now the central force for the self to realize sagehood directly that Mencius dropped Zisi’s last virtuous action of sheng (sagacity) from the moral feelings.  However, these feelings are only seeds within our mind waiting to be nurtured, and to sprout and mature.  

“The sense of commiseration is the seed of humanity (ren); the sense of shame is the seed of righteousness (yi); the sense of respect is the seed of li; the sense of right and wrong is the seed of wisdom. Thus humanity, righteousness, li, and wisdom are not welded to us from outside.  (Mencius 6A.6)

Therefore, self-cultivation is the cultivation of the mind and the nourishing of the nature.  The ‘six arts’ of rites, music, archery, chariotry, calligraphy and mathematics are examples of ways to cultivating the body and the mind.  For Mencius, self-cultivation should be like cultivating one’s ‘flood-like qi’.  Qi is identified as the life forces that is responsible for the operation of the senses.  It links to the emotions (feelings or senses), and a person’s physical and psychological well-being is regarded as dependent on a proper balance of it. (Dao of conf. Shun p.265) Since the four moral feelings are innate in the mind, everyone can become a sage when they cultivate their mind by balancing their qi.  

A passage in the Mencius elucidates the process of self-realization.  It starts from the mind where the human nature can be realized (the Way of Man).  By knowing one’s nature the Way of Heaven can be attained.   It is from the mind that self-realization can be attained, not through tacit knowledge.

“He who exhausts his mind knows his nature; to know one’s nature is to know Tian. The way to serve Tian is to preserve the mind and nourish the nature. The way to stand waiting for Tian’s commands (ming) is this: never waver for fear of death, just cultivate your person and await them.” (Mencius 7A.1)  

It could be Tsai’s exegesis on the phrase ‘to know one’s nature is to know Tian (Heaven)’ that led him to posit the existence of tacit knowledge in the mind.  For Tsai, tacit knowledge is still required in the process of self-realization.  

Apparently, Mencius’ concepts of a spontaneous moral feelings, the vigilance of the moral mind, and the life forces of qi that made Mencius Dao more dynamic.  It is probably with these reasons that Tu called Mencius’ Dao, “a process, a movement, a dynamic unfolding of the self as a vital force for personal, social, and cosmic transformation. (Tu 94)” 

Xunzi 

Xunzi dropped the importance of ren and introduced the concept of wei[footnoteRef:6] (偽).  According to Xunzi, ren is not part of Xing (性), the human nature.   He refuted Mencius’ theory that human nature is inherently good, claiming that Xing is inherently bad.  He argued that Goodness (善) comes from wei.  He supported his argument by claiming that if human is good by nature, Sage King could not have improved their innate morality by implementing their rituals (Goldin 10).  Also, xing is bad because it is innated with benefit seeking, and desires.   He tied xing (human nature-性), qing (情-feelings), and yu (desire-慾) together as human responsiveness to stimuli.   Qing is the spontaneously responsive aspect of human beings, and desires as the responses of the disposition to a person’s environment (Stalnaker 38-39).   Tang argued that under the influence of desires, the self becomes passive when it flows with xing, shun xing (順性), and this results in bad judgement and bad behavior which will lead to undesired consequences（Tang 23 & 37).   As qing is continually motivated by desires and flowing with xing, human restlessly seek satisfaction for their desires.  If benefits cannot be sought after and desires are not fulfilled, it will lead to destructive propensities, which will bring chaos and disorder to xing or self and to the society.   [6:  Wei (偽) literally translated to ‘artifice’ or ‘artificial but it means ‘deliberate effort’ in Xunzi’s texts.] 


Since Xing is inherently bad, human is not in an ideal state.  Wei as deliberate effort requires self-cultivation ceaselessly to transform the bad nature to good nature by will. Unlike ren, wei is artificial.   Wei then serves as a moral agency to bring goodness to life, which include learning and observance of ritual propriety.  According to Xunzi, the effective way of self-cultivation is to follow the rituals of the Sage Kings (Goldin 17).  The mind is critical in self-cultivation. cheng(誠) is the integrity or sincerity of the mind, which is conformed with the Way.

 “For the noble man to nourish his mind, there is nothing better than cheng.  If one has attained cheng, then there is no other matter [of concern] … If one cheng one’s mind to practice righteousness, then there is order, with order there is illumination, with illumination one can change [one’s xing].  When change and transformation proper for ages, this is called the power of Heaven.” 

Self-realization to Xunzi is self-completion with the mind of cheng (誠心) in self-cultivation to transform the xing. The process is gradual but when the self is perfect, self-realization is attained.

Li & yi – Ritual propriety & appropriateness

When ren (仁) was treated as an inner essential substance for being human, and as an inner power, human nature and the mind, li (禮) disciplines human actions and harmonize the Way, which in return internalize with the moral virtues instilled by the li observer in a complete cycle.  Li covers many aspects of life: an attitude to life, a moral disposition, the observance of a religious ceremony, the interaction with family, superiors, nature and the cosmic.  So, li can be personal, social, or cosmic.  From a Confucian view, li should start from the self, and extend to the family, to the society and state, and finally to the world.  To use Tu’s definition of li, “li as a process of humanization is manifested in four developmental stages (Tu 197): 

1. Cultivating personal life 
2. Regulating familial relationships 
3. Ordering the affairs of the state 
4. Bringing peace to the world 

The relationships among family, society and the state are interconnected and relevant.  When all these relationships are harmonized, there is an inner peace in the self, in the family and in the state.  Therefore, a lot of Classical Confucian teachers emphasized on and advocated Confucian governance for the state.  Li involves others.  There exists a reciprocal relationship with others, whether the otherness in the relationship involves your own self, family, the society, or the state.  Thus, li with others completes the process of self-realisation.

The development of Confucian li (禮) is a revitalization of Zhou li (周禮).  Zhou li was established by Duke of Zhou in Zhou Dynasty.  Before the advent of Confucianism, li refers to religious rituals performed by people between the periods of Shang and Zhou Dynasties.  Types of rituals differ based on the position of the person in the social hierarchy.  The King or Son of Heaven performed sacrifice to Heaven, princes and marquises to mountains and rivers, and common people only to their ancestry, each having their codes of behavior in their daily life (Shen 45).  Confucius admired the rich meaning and content of Zhou li (Shen 46) and he revitalized it.  In the Analects, he said, “The Zhou dynasty looked back to the precedent dynasties. Such a wealth of culture! I follow the Zhou” (Analects 3.14).   

With the introduction of ren, humanization of Zhou li was necessary.  This is obvious in the change of li observance; the objects in the observance shifted from nature and ancestor spirits to human relationships among common people.  As li evolves with the rise of humanism in Confucian thought, Li observance becomes social interactions within family, community, and state in an ethical framework.  Humanistic values in li replaced the shamanistic views and attitudes towards nature and the supernatural, but Heaven remains as the spiritual source of human life.  Confucius was not totally antagonistic towards the supernatural; he was only building a humanistic society that focuses on human potential and capability.  When Fan Chi asked Confucius about wisdom, Confucius said, “Working to ensure social harmony among the common people, respecting the ghosts and spirits while keeping them at a distance—this might be called wisdom.” (Analects 6.2)  

Li entails the participation of others.  Fan Chi asked Confucius what is ren, and Confucius replied, “Care for others.” Fan Chi further asked about wisdom, and Confucius replied, “Know others.” (Analects 12.22) To Mencius, ren also involves with others.   In the conversation with Gongsun Chou, he told Chou, “The sense of concern for others is the starting point of humaneness.” (Mencius 2A.6) He also referred ren as “the feeling of concern for the well-being of others is humaneness.” （Mencius  6A.6) Thus, establishing ethical and harmonious relationships with others is important in Confucian tradition. 

 Confucius took names rectification (正名) seriously.  For Confucius, names rectification will clarify roles in relationships especially in li (ritual propriety), “Let the lord be the Lord, the ministers true ministers, the fathers true fathers, and the sons true sons (Analects 12.11)”.  Yi (appropriateness - 義) is an action to appropriate a social role, and Confucius’ yi only related to the role status and position in a relationship (Liu 366). 

The concept of five human relationships (五倫) exists before Mencius. Mencius has the same list of five relationships as Sizi’s in the book of Zhong Yong, but the order and priority of the father and son relationship has moved up to the top priority:

1. Father and son
2. Ruler and subordinate
3. Husband and wife
4. Brother and brother
5. Friend and friend

A father is a son, a husband and may be a brother, a friend, or a subordinate to others.  The self in each relationship carries a specific role, and for Mencius’ yi is not just an appropriation of li, it guides the four moral feelings of the self appropriately in each social role.  For this reason, Mencius’ li is understood as a movement instead of form (Tu 194), compared to Confucius’ li.  Yi in this case is internal and Mencius has said that yi is innate.  The movement of li, according to Tu, guides the self towards sagehood.

The concept of others in Confucianism reinforces the ‘self’ that bears the subject-object dichotomy with others.  This subject-object relationship is like yin-yang in Daoism; they balance each other out.  As Tu said, “…True subjectivity opens up the privatized ego so that the self can enter into fruitful communion with others.”  (Tu 93) Li from the subject as an active force brings together these relationships.  The object of others in li observance could only be just the self.  When Yan Hui asked about ren (goodness) Confucius said, “restraining yourself and returning to the rites constitutes Goodness…The key to achieving Goodness lies within yourself – how could it come from others. (Analects 12.1)”[footnoteRef:7]  In this case, the self is the object of the others in the relationship.  Li harmonizes this relationship when the self is restrained.   [7:  克己復禮為仁… 為仁由己，而由人乎哉？] 


Xunzi’s concept of li is pragmatic, and for Xunzi li plays an important role in social and political order.  In his work ‘Discussion of Li’ (禮論), he delved into details of li for many aspects of life.  Li functions as self-improvement, self-cultivation, and as well as building a harmonious society and state.  Wei is a deliberate effort, but li is the most conscious exertion in human beings.    Xunzi advocated a kind of ritual meritocracy; it is a reward system to raise social order for those excelled in ritual performance, and to appoint and promote officials who set examples and ensure ritual and appropriateness in the government (Tan 161).  Despite its social functions, li also serves Heaven and Earth.  According to Xunzi, Heaven and Earth give birth to junzi (ideal gentleman), and junzi brings orderly pattern of li to Heaven and Earth.  To serve Heaven and Earth is to conduct with rituals appropriately (Tan 169).  Yi is appropriateness of li, but is employed to regulate the seeking of benefits, just as wei is the deliberate effort to act good (Tang 27).

There is a direct connection between li and harmony.  The concept of harmony is prominent in Confucian teaching.  The Confucian classic Zhong Yong (中庸) states, “harmony and equilibrium are closely connected in that harmony is achieved through a process of equilibrium” (Li 425).  In the Analects, You Ruo said, “When it comes to the practice of ritual, it is harmonious ease (he) that is to be valued. It is precisely such harmony that makes the Way of the Former Kings so beautiful. (Analects 1:12).”  For Mencius, the harmony of people is also important, such as having harmonious people around.  For Xunzi, when following li is when one harmonized and regulated.  Hence, li harmonize all relationships that brings an equilibrium to the self and the to others. 

Conclusion

Confucius retained its spirituality when establishing humanism in his ru[footnoteRef:8] teaching (儒學).  The introduction of ren redefined the nature of man, and li the relationships in the family, society, state and the cosmic.  According to the Classical Confucian teaching, ren is the inner human power, knowledge, human nature, feelings, and the mind.  These essences constitute to being a human being, a self in a technical term.  Self-development, self-cultivation, self-perfection, and self-transformation are the focuses in Confucian teaching, and in harmony they are paths to self-realization (the concept of harmony permeates throughout all phases of Classical Confucian teachings). Li as an externalization of ren, discipline human actions for self-cultivation, self-perfection and harmonize relationships.  With the power of ren from the internalization of virtues, and the disciplines from li, self-realization is spiritual in Confucianism.  This paper explored the different views of ren from the major Classical Confucian teachers and their views on self-cultivation which are critical in self-realization.   [8:  Ru was a profession or class of people who served as coordinators at public and private ritual occasions and as teachers of rites and related knowledge. (Shen 2)] 


Confucius as a founder of Confucianism saw the power of ren that gives human beings the inner strength to face obstacle, adversity, strenuous situation, blessing, fame... The struggle for ren and li observance with integrity are a form of self-cultivation.  Everyone has a role in li, and a role in the relationships with others. The appropriateness of li in any situation based on their role and the social status brings harmony within the self and society.  The process can transform the self, which is part of self-realization.

Zisi, Confucius grandson, considered ren and virtues as actions, and knowledge is the key to self-realization. His classification of the five actions into mere actions and virtuous actions defined the realm of Man and the realm of Heaven.  Li observance in a moral framework is necessary to attain the Way of Man, which is the premise of attaining the Way of Heaven.  In terms of self-realization, one must realize the innate tacit knowledge at the stage of sagacity.

For Mencius, self-realization starts from the mind.  Within the organic form of Dao, human nature arises from the harmony of ren (humanness).  Human nature is good because it inherits the goodness from ren.  The mind emerges from ren with moral feelings, and the mind is not limited by time and space.  Yi is important because it guides the four moral feelings to moral actions, and goodness of ren flows with Dao.  This is the nature of the self from Mencius’ view.  It is probably why Chan considered the four moral feelings ontological and spontaneous (Chan 165) because they are part of the mind and part of the human nature.  Imagine if Dao is not ‘harmonized’ with humanity, is human nature still good?  Will there be four moral feelings?  Will yi guides the moral actions?  With the mind as an active stream of feelings and thoughts, self-cultivation is the cultivation of the mind and the nourishing of the nature with li.  Realizing human nature with the mind is self-realization.

According to Xunzi, self-realization starts from the mind of cheng (sincerity).  For Xunzi, human nature is inherently bad.  In such flawed and imperfect state, self-cultivation is necessary to transform the imperfect human nature into its ideal state within a moral social framework.  Wei is the artifice, a deliberate effort to motivate the self to do good, and a mind of cheng completes the self and transforms the nature as the process of self-realization.  Xunzi emphasized heavily on li as a form of self-cultivation to discipline the mind, to guide every aspect of life, and to keep the society in order.

Classical Confucianism ends after Emperor Qin unified all warring states.  During the Qin empire (221-206 BCE) Confucian books were burned and Confucian scholars were buried.  Confucianism became dormant until the rise of Neo-Daoism and the advent of Buddhism.  The three teachings reflect the development of Chinese spirituality.  Confucianism is one of the three teachings that focuses on human development.  Along with Confucianism, Daoism finds balance between human and nature.  Finally, Buddhism enlightened the Chinese Mind. Over time, the three teachings have blended with each other and formed a unique view of spiritual and religious reality.    

Glossary of Chinese Terms

Cheng	誠	Sincerity
De	德	Virtue
Gongsun Chou	公孫丑	A native of the state of Qi
Junzi	君子	Ideal gentleman who is full of ren (benevolence)
Li	禮	Ritual propriety
Liang xin 	良心	conscience   
Ben xin	本心	original mind
Qing	情	Feelings, emotions
Ren	仁	Goodness, benevolence, kindness…
Ru	儒	Type of Confucian teachings (including pre-Confucianism)
Shan	善	good deeds
Shiji 	史記	Historical Records
shun xing 	順性	Flowing with the human nature
Sui shu 	隋書	The Book of Sui
Tian	天	Heaven
Tiandao 	天道	The Dao (or Way) of Heaven
Wei	僞	Artifice, deliberate effort
Wuxing	五行	Five actions
Wulun	五倫	Five relationships
Xiao ren	小人	petty person
Xin	心	Mind/heart
Xing	性	human nature
Xunzi 	荀子	Classical Confucian teacher
Yan Hui	顔回	Confucius disciple
Yi	義	Appropriateness, righteousness
You Ruo	有弱	Master You, a native of Lu
Yu	欲	desires
Zhi	智	Wisdom
Zisi	子思	Confucius’s grandson
Zhong Yong	中庸	Doctrine of the Mean
Zhou li	周禮	Ritual propriety from the Duke of Zhou in Zhou dynasty.
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