Confucian Ethics: HPCH6001
Anthony McDonald 1701752
The Significance of Family within Confucianism 
China as a civilisation has been led by Dynastic rulers and regimes throughout its history The importance of family and lineage has been so significant to many authority figures that paved the way of China’s future it is no surprise that the idea of “family” and what is considered “family” is perhaps perceived differently. 
Although I will be using the term Confucianism throughout this essay, I should be acknowledged that some of the beliefs are actually derived from Ruism and the term ‘Confucianism’ in reference to some practices was much later (Loewe, 2012). Nonetheless, anything designated as a Confucian belief in this essay or tradition will be done so in the sense that people who followed the Confucian way of thinking or teachings took part in these practices and traditions as they coincided.
Throughout this essay I will be referencing the term “Hsiao” and “Xiao” these words are one in the same and are one of the key terms in Confucianism when it comes to devotion to the family, the difference in spelling is due to primarily to different sources using different translation systems as opposed to slightly different meanings.

The family and the role that family played has almost always been a significant structure of Chinee society, and it is with no doubt thanks to the Imperial political system and dynastic Rulership that China consisted of, maintaining the importance of the family enforces the support of a family rule. In Confucianism, filial piety or ‘Hsiao’ was considered more than just part of the culture was instead emphasised by its role in obtaining ‘Jen’ or ‘goodness’ (Nylan, 1996). In Confucianism, the idea of the importance of family stems from the plain fact that everybody has a father, not a celestial father but a literal father and that is the origin of love that forms the origin of goodness within a baby (An, 2008). 
The ‘Shangshu’ which is one of the classics of history and one of the sources that Confucius derived his ideals from discusses the premise of dealing with the people as if they were your children (Lai, 2018). Confucius and his specific teachings focused on what can be considered goodness in life, his followers deemed filial piety the most important contributor to this (Hodus, 1946). This idea and way of thinking stays prominent throughout the evolution of Confucianism and the term ‘hsiao’ began to change meanings and include different parties than it originally did. Although originally maybe just referring to a household and the English understanding of the word family, Confucian thinkers began to intertwine the idea of family and service to the community, joining the family and state into one group (Nylan, 1996).  This act of bringing family commitment to the political regime spread the influence of Confucianism exponentially throughout Chinese society  and East Asian civilisations and can be considered somewhat of a victory for Confucianism as a major philosophy in the world (Dubs, 1938).
Despite the fact it may be debatable for why these adaptations on Chinese tradition and how it is relevant to state affairs were formed, it is undeniable that they became key and recognisable features of the Confucian way of thinking. Loyalty to the Ruler or state was considered to be the complete form of filial piety (Hodus, 1946). Already just by looking at the broad definition of what family piety could be determined as meaning within Confucianism it is clear to see how it could be seen as the most important part of Confucian ideals and philosophy, the higher up Confucianism influenced Chinese politics, the broader the term family meant. The sheer scale of how family was related to all aspects of the society it could perhaps be misunderstood to be the most important factor of the philosophical thinking. 
In Chen Lai’s discussion of Confucianism within East Asian Culture he states that “ren became the most important position in the Tang dynasty” (Lai, 2018). Confucian teachings deem that “Xiaoti” is a key contributing factor to ren (Lai, 2018)  Xiaoti is filial piety and brotherly love. If this can be considered a fact, then it can also be suggested that filial piety corresponds directly and influences the highest ideal within Confucian philosophy.  Family is such a crucial thing to appreciate and understand in Confucian thinking, even early Confucianism there was a different term specifically referring to brotherly love specifically. In early Confucian thought before the community was still distinctly different to the household family, “Di” refers to the love between brothers (An, 2008), separating that form of love from romantic love or love of non-blood relations. Having a unique term that differentiates different familial love alone represents the importance that the idea of family means/meant to Confucian thinking and beliefs.
Confucian practices during the Han Dynasty alone can show just how central the premise of family is to the ideals and beliefs within Confucianism. According to Homer Dubs  the Han Dynasty Confucianism gained a considerable amount of power thanks to the emperor’s appreciation of his Confucian advisors and this was the origin of what can be considered the victory of Confucianism within Chinese culture (Dubs, 1938). These influences of Confucian advisors cause the importance of filial piety and loyalty to become the focal point of the ideologies due to the fact that not only did the emperor repress other philosophical ideas in support of Confucianism (Dubs, 1938). The title of the emperor alone represents the importance of family when put amongst Confucian thinkers; the emperor was referred to as “Tianzi” or “Son of Heaven” who was to rule all under heaven, this title of the role coincides with the Confucian idea of state being considered a family. The majority of emperors during the Han contained some form of reference to family piousness in their official government title (Kutcher, 2006).
Even though these involvements with government and with Confucianism being implemented significantly into the state ideology were not until later Confucian scholars were spreading the teachings. Confucius himself focused on what names meant and the role they played in the government and society as a whole; for example in regards to the meaning of government Confucius said “Let ruler be ruler, official be official, father be father, and son be son, this is government” (Hodus, 1946).
Mencius who was a key figure in the spread and teachings of Confucius focused on answering how one could spread the love obtained from family life into the broader society by “extension” (An, 2008). From treating your own elders with respect that should be extended into treating the elders of other families with respect, although Mencius also endorses the idea of self-cultivation in order to prolong life this is to contribute and allow for greater extension of filial love into the wider state (An, 2008).
During the Han Dynasty, as already mentioned the influence of Confucianism began to peak more than ever, and the influence grew to the mass population whether people wanted it to or not now thanks to the political involvement advisors to the Emperor. The biggest representation to how important family is within a Confucian state is the fact that if you  were not to perform adequate filial rituals you could end up facing death (Cong, 2004). This alone shows how family and your love and respect for them was of similar value to your entire life.
The Emperor and the idea of China being ruled under the rule of one family was no an idea that had become cemented after a long period of feudalism (Loewe, 2012). With this idea and infrastructure now being accepted and trusted by the Chinese people after years of conflict and with Confucians having a considerable amount of political strength the idea of family became even more emphasised through different political gestures during the Han Dynasty such as the “mandate of heaven” (Loewe, 2012).  Family was such a strong part of life to commit to, that after the death of a relative the mourning period that would take you away from your work life even if it was involved with the government was expected to last around 2 years (Kutcher, 2006).
Confucian family values and the idea of filial piety in regard to ancestors was so revered or exalted that it sometimes halted its ability to repress other religions at times. 
For example, despite the fact that the Emperor’s grandmother was strictly devoted to Daoism and the teachings of Lao Zi and due to the Confucian emphasis on ancestral respect she still held a considerable amount of political power over the court (Dubs, 1938). During this time offerings to the ‘Ti’  became a significant part of the Confucian state and the emperors rituals (Hodus, 1946). Although ‘Ti’ originally referred to somewhat of a central deity in Chinese tradition, by this time the term now referred to the ancestral family of the emperor (Hodus, 1946). It is clear that the idea of family was seen as the core of Confucianism especially during the Han due to the fact that other competing religions and philosophies attempted to target this. Followers of Mozi tried to detract and undermine the Confucian influence by claiming that too much energy was expended on burials for their parents (Nylan, 1996). The claims were that these large expenditures were detrimental to the society they were living in and by doing this they were neglecting their future generations and their wealth (Nylan, 1996). Han Fei was a head figure in the Legalist philosophy at the time and stated that Confucian commitments to their family was inherently selfish and could be considered somewhat treasonous as by Confucian standards the son would put his father before the state if their interests conflict (Nylan, 1996). These other schools of thought clearly felt disproving the importance of filial piety within Confucianism would prove enough to the populace how deluded the Confucian way of thinking was as it was the main belief.  Overall, it seems almost for certain that during the Han dynasty at the very least family was seen as the most important thing in Confucian philosophy by its opposition.
Within the Hsiao ching ;which is a Confucian texts on filial attitudes and standards that must be upheld, there reasons why maintaining filial piety does not conflict with patriotism as perhaps thinkers and scholars of other affiliations claim (Nylan, 1996). It attributes how filial acts can be beneficial to a person’s virtues and ability to work successfully in the government. 

In Confucianism one of the biggest examples of how family should be regarded is that of the 24 paragons of filial piety (Èrshísì Xiào). The 24 examples can be considered somewhat extreme morale stories in present day; however, they represent just how much attention and devotion should be given to your family and ancestry even if it puts your life in danger. As opposed to looking at some of the more famous “24 examples” there is another example of a young daughter who was revered as a figurehead of what family devotion means. I am looking at this example as it shows how extreme even the lesser known models of filial piety can be to present the correct way to behave. 
Maiden Cao was supposedly a young girl who drowned herself in the same river that her father died as a sign of devotion after mourning with tears for 7 days (Ngoc, 2016). This is an extreme example of what is expected of Confucian thinking and of course would not be sustainable for the population if every child killed themself after their parent died. This does give an insight to the severity and the emotional response required to the death of a parent, similar to the 2-year mourning period. The fact family devotion is to be considered as severe as suicide then it shows that family comes before life itself and is therefore more important than living and focusing on other Confucian ideals. This extreme but renown story and model of how to respect ancestral lineage alone shows how it could be viewed as the central belief of Confucianism even if its not the sole belief.
The story of Cao E is told in other classical Chinese novels such as Luo Guanzhong’s ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ in which the characters of Cao Cao and Yang Xiu come across a shrine dedicated to her and complimenting her traits and virtue showing how good of an example she is to Confucians and the followers of that school of thought (Roberts & Guanzhong, 2004).
Although Confucianism does feature and contain several different aspects such as Self-Cultivation and even ‘the way’, the significance of these ideas however seems to be all relevant to the importance of family and filial treatment. It is important within Confucianism to understand how all these other aspects relate to the family and how the family affects and is affected by how to live correctly in the most virtuous way.
Amongst everything, family and what family referred whether it be ‘hsiao’ or otherwise, was central to Confucianist way of thinking. Although there were other ways to live and achieve goodness in your life there was seemingly nothing that was equivalent to the significance of filial piety. Filial piety covered respecting the ancestry of the society and therefore respecting history and the dynastic ruler of China, over time the idea of family became more and more important as Confucianism intertwined with politics and was able change the political fate of events thanks to the beliefs of Confucian thinkers, family as Confucians defined it became the centre of the religion and what was important even if it was not the initial beliefs of Confucius himself; his teachings and followers furthered the values he modified from prior Chinese traditions and beliefs.
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