How far does Confucius encourage a collectivist society and is it achieved in China, in comparison to western society?

Confucianism is a valuable aspect of Chinese life and forms the basis of human relationships still, even over 2000 years on, therefore it is helpful to explore what Confucianism stood for. It has been argued that China focuses on the individual as a “vitally integrated element within a larger familial social political and cosmic whole”, bringing up a debate on if Confucius encouraged a collectivist or individualist society.[footnoteRef:1] To explore these two concepts it is imperative to examine the definitions, however the author of the Online Encyclopaedia of Philosophy Erica Brindley brings up a scholarly argument commenting that the Chinese definition of the word “individualism” is too different to the Western definition to be explored.[footnoteRef:2] Primarily, Brindley states that “individualism is not total independence from authorities of power like Western scholars think”, and therefore there is an inconsistency with comparing the West and China.[footnoteRef:3] For the use of this essay, collectivism will be simply defined as working for a greater good, whereby individualism will be perceived as self-cultivation without any political ideologies which will complicate matters. To explore these two terms, ancient Confucian texts will be explored, alongside modern lyrics and Chinese politicians’ viewpoints.  [1:  Erica Brindley, "Individualism In Classical Chinese Thought", Internet Encyclopedia Of Philosophy, 2020 <https://www.iep.utm.edu/ind-chin/#H4> [Accessed 26 May 2020].]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid.] 


Upon research, there are many aspects of ancient Confucian texts which show that the individual is valued more over collectivist principles, however this has been forgotten over time. Erica Brindley is a useful scholar to support this argument with her comment that the individual “holds the most valuable key insofar as they serve as the locus for self-cultivation” and that the “transformation of themselves contribute to a moral society and cosmos.”[footnoteRef:4] Primarily this is showing that Confucius encouraged the theory that for a society to prosper the individuals which make up the collective must first cultivate their morals to eventually contribute to the group, therefore it is the individual which comes first. Furthermore, Brindley’s theory is supported in ancient texts such as the Analects of Confucius, whereby the gentleman is the goal for individuals, and to achieve this level people must follow a complicated and intense moral education including music and rites.[footnoteRef:5] Predominately studying the Analects conveys that individualism is promoted alongside a personal moral education and that there is the potential to increase social standing, therefore this self-cultivation will eventually aid the collective through increased self-understanding. [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Ibid.] 












Additionally, Confucius is argued to have been an individualist at heart according to modern scholars which further shows that Confucianism is based on the idea that the individual is more valuable than the collective. As a man who is said to have “died disappointed and destitute”, Confucius is called “a person who did not bend his teachings to the whims of rulers” and who largely “held to his values despite humiliation and hardship”.[footnoteRef:6] Primarily this is strengthening the argument that exploring Confucius’ life and work in ancient China finds that individualism and being true to one’s personal values was highly encouraged, even if it did go against the collectivist Government and caused poverty. Furthermore, historians such as Spence have researched many ancient texts and have found other sources which also prove Confucius truly promoted independence.[footnoteRef:7] One example of this is Confucius’ comment that “worthy men should not serve unworthy rulers and must be ready to sacrifice their lives, if necessary, in the defence of their principle”. Overall, from exploring ancient texts and modern historians, evidence points that Confucianism was originally designed to encourage individuals’ principles rather than collectivism. [6:  Shaun Tan, "Confucius: More Individualistic Than You Think", China US Focus, 2017 <https://www.chinausfocus.com/society-culture/confucius-more-individualistic-than-you-think> [Accessed 26 May 2020].]  [7:  Jonathan D Spence, The Search For Modern China (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1991).] 































As evidence shows Confucianism originally encouraged the individual, it is useful to explore if this concept has continued into modern day China and to what extent. When analysing if modern day China is more individualistic than collectivist, it is important to compare the statistics to Western countries rather than 20th century China statistics due to Chinese political changes, and to accurately explore if the individualism is due to Confucius values encouraged by the CCP or by globalisation and influence from other countries. Two researchers ran tests on many social aspects of Chinese lives, from baby names, to song lyrics and people’s work life and social life balance.[footnoteRef:8] The aim was to discover if the economic changes in China were resulting in cultural changes, and the results show that over time China is becoming more individualistic.[footnoteRef:9] For example, they used the Modern Chinese Character Frequency Statistic Dictionary as a reference to identify the uniqueness of each character and then ran a word frequency analysis to test whether parents are more likely to use unique Chinese characters to name their babies.[footnoteRef:10] The result was that Chinese parents are now more likely than ever to use atypical and obscure characters to name their babies, thusly encouraging distinctive individuals to stand out from collectivist societies.[footnoteRef:11] Furthermore, their analysis of song lyrics compared the number of singular versus plural pronouns and found that singular pronouns have been used more frequently over the last four decades, while the plural pronouns are now used less frequently.[footnoteRef:12] This study is incredibly reliable as it explored the popular songs of many different decades not just the 21st Century. This included the 1980’s which in comparison found that most songs had “we” in the title, something uncommon now, further showing China’s individualism, an aspect encouraged by Confucius.[footnoteRef:13] Finally, their last study conducted explored the importance of leisure time as a critical indicator of individualistic values. Analysis of the World Value Survey revealed that “over time Chinese participants have rated leisure time as increasingly important, while the importance of work has decreased.”[footnoteRef:14] Exploring the graph however shows that this increase has put China almost on an equal standing with the individuality of the rest of the world, therefore it is useful to remember that these rates of individualism are increasing but only in comparison to China’s past, and that China had a long way to come from their collectivist history. Primarily these three studies prove that China is beginning to show the Confucian values of independence and self-cultivate their own principles. [8:  Xi Zou and Huajian Cai, "Charting China’S Rising Individualism In Names, Songs, And Attitudes", Harvard Business Review, 2016 <https://hbr.org/2016/03/charting-chinas-rising-individualism-in-names-songs-and-attitudes?fbclid=IwAR3q3OUGslooxA45l9FuoAgym2s6zmFevngM0GEOX-t5ZvnrsxnIpQALLKo> [Accessed 26 May 2020].]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid.] 










All this being said, Confucius also encourages the “Five Bonds” that form the basis of each society, which instead of promoting further individualism it shows that the individual forms part of collectivist relationships throughout their lives, further shown through the Confucian belief that everyone has their place in society. These fundamental social relationships are split into father and son, ruler and subjects, older brother to younger brother, friend to friend and husband and wife conveying social rankings, age dominance and specific duties.[footnoteRef:15] Primarily, these depict a collectivist society whereby each person’s value is based on their relationship with others rather than their morals.  To further support this idea, Confucius commented in the Analects that “There is government, when the prince is prince, and the minister is minister; when the father is father, and the son is son” further showing the importance of social standing and that order only occurred when people adhered to these social laws and did not overstep their rank.[footnoteRef:16] Essentially this quote shows that an individual would struggle to flourish and increase their social standing due to needing to adhere to these various enforced relationships, a theory also supported by historian Rosemont who writes that "for the Confucians there are only interrelated persons, no individual selves".[footnoteRef:17] To relate this to modern China, Confucian values are still heavily prevalent in relation to these five bonds. Today, the family name still comes first before the individual’s name, a national Tomb Sweeping Day is held to pay respect to ancestors, and finally it is custom to toast with the inferior individual’s glass beneath that of a higher standing individual’s glass.[footnoteRef:18] All these examples from modern China show that society have picked and chosen the aspects of Confucianism they want to live by, leading them to forget the value of holding strong to personal morals and virtues. Prominently, this means that today the Confucius encouraged view that the individual forms the part of the whole, and that the relationships that individual forms as part of a collective is what truly makes society. Furthermore, not only do the Five Bonds show collectivism, the Five Virtues Confucius encouraged also do as they all refer to relationships:  benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trustworthiness. One example of this is the character for the benevolence (‘ren’= 仁) which upon being segmented, the characters indicates ‘two people’, suggesting that benevolence is only found through the collectivist interaction of two people, rather than being benevolent with ourselves. Overall, through exploring the Confucian Five Bonds and Five Virtues, order occurs when the individual adheres to the social rankings and relationships to benefit the collective rather than themselves. [15:  Michael V Uschan, Chinese Mythology (New York, NY: Greenhaven Publishing LLC, 2014).]  [16:  Confucius. and D. C. Lau, The Analects (Classics) (London: Penguin Classics, 1979).]  [17:  Henry Rosemont, Against Individualism: A Confucian Rethinking Of The Foundations Of Morality, Politics, Family, And Religion (Maryland: Lexington Books, 2015).]  [18:  Edward Davis, Encyclopedia Of Contemporary Chinese Culture (New York: Routledge, 2005). ] 











Furthermore, there is evidence that in politics the Confucian view of improving the individual to help a collective whole found in ancient texts has been both forgotten and manipulated, therefore the view of social standings and the 3 relationships is the idealised lifestyle. President Xi Jinping has been argued to use the philosophy of Confucius to justify the promotion of obedience to the CCP’s authority and the subordination of individual rights to the collective good. In support of this, one Economist journalist reporting on Confucianism has stated that “since he came to power in 2012, Xi Jinping has sought to elevate Confucius” and that he “evidently sees Confucianism as a powerful ideological tool, with its stress on order, hierarchy, and duty to ruler and to family”.[footnoteRef:19] Primarily this shows the manipulation of ancient classical texts, further seen through the political sessions in which Xi Jinping spoke of the same Confucian values of benevolence, honesty, and righteousness. Confucianism has also been manipulated through the debate that “Party leaders have been eager to fill the moral void left by the decline of communist ideology”, therefore they use Confucius to emphasise a collectivist society to help others and improve the social tensions which have risen in the 21st century.[footnoteRef:20] Another more accurate explanation of the new interest in Confucius is that it is a way to “counter growing acceptance of Western cultural and democratic values that emphasise freedom and individualism, which the party sees as a threat to its legitimacy.”[footnoteRef:21] In summary this all shows that China have manipulated the legacy of Confucius to fit their own collectivist goals, however this is not uncommon around the globe. In his book On China, former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger summed up Confucius’ teachings with the hierarchical precept: “Know thy place”, further highlighting politicians have only taken the segments of texts which protect the higher classes.[footnoteRef:22] Additionally, this manipulation of history to protect the ruling classes and stop individuals from self-cultivation and therefore gaining power can also be seen in Japan. One example of this is from the political scientist Francis Fukuyama who wrote that in Singapore, “the current political authorities are appealing to Confucian traditions somewhat dishonestly to justify an intrusive and unnecessarily paternalistic political system.”[footnoteRef:23] Essentially this, alongside comments on Xi Jinping and Henry Kissinger proves that collectivism and group orientation are the result of the Chinese political system rather than a true representation of Confucian ideology. [19:  The Economist, "Confucius Says, Xi Does", 2015 <https://www.economist.com/china/2015/07/25/confucius-says-xi-does> [Accessed 26 May 2020].]  [20:  Xiangwei Wang, "Xi Jinping Endorses The Promotion Of Confucius", South China Morning Post, 2014 <https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1603487/xi-jinping-endorses-promotion-confucius> [Accessed 25 May 2020].]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  Henry Kissinger, On China (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2012).]  [23:  Francis Fukuyama, "Confucianism And Democracy", Journal Of Democracy, 6.2 (1995), 20-33 <https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1995.0029>.] 










Most Western social studies on Chinese culture have viewed the Chinese as collectivist, shown through loyalty to the Five Bonds. Traditional Chinese culture has had a huge impact on the development of collectivism among the Chinese into the modern day, although evidence shows that the only Chinese collectivism which exists today is mainly reflected in loyalty towards the family. Confucianism is argued to want individuals to be “yielding and compromise” and therefore that individuals who are too assertive are not good for society, leading to many studies. In one 1984 study into how American and Asian mothers resolve conflict between a teacher and their child found that Western mothers blamed the teachers and confronted them directly, whereby Asian mothers felt responsible themselves and felt ashamed.[footnoteRef:24] Results showed the Chinese mothers later negotiated through third parties and did not pursue direct confrontation, unlike American mothers.[footnoteRef:25] Overall, this shows that China is a collectivist society and do not want to draw attention to one individual, therefore showing that the Confucian belief of social hierarchy has a huge effect on education and wrongdoings by superiors to inferiors. It can be argued that this study from 1984 is too old to be useful, however it clearly shows that Chinese society still observes the Confucian values from 2000 years ago, therefore in comparison to the founding of Confucianism it is a modern and valuable study. Through the study proving that Asian mothers, even today, hold a desire to keep social harmony and respect the social rankings like Confucius desired, it suggests that China is a collectivist society, a theory further supported by historian Ruiping Fan. They argue that Confucian familism holds that “every family member shares their identity and life with other family members and that the family make a unity”, this therefore means that “as they share lives, they also share decision making with family members, no one is in a position to declare that it is my own business so leave me alone’”.[footnoteRef:26] Primarily this highlights that individualism is not a key aspect of China and that family unity and respecting those in a higher social rank is key to understanding Chinese society.  [24:  Uichol Kim, Ndividualism And Collectivism: A Psychological, Cultural And Ecological Analysis (Copenhagen: NIAS, 1999).]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Ruiping Fan, Reconstructionist Confucianism: Rethinking Morality After The West (Hong Kong: Springer, 2010).] 


In conclusion, it is clear through ancient texts that Confucianism was originally balanced between individualism and collectivism and encouraged individuals to better themselves so they could eventually help the greater good. Most importantly politics have manipulated and cherry-picked these ancient texts to promote the Five Bonds and therefore loyalty to rulers and respect to those superior to create a collectivist society. Research does show that with globalisation occurring China are finally becoming more individualistic in the 21st Century, with an increase in unique baby names and singular pronouns in popular songs, however this is only in relation to China’s collectivist past and China still has a long way to go to be seen as individualistic as Britain and America. Essentially, Confucianism encourages self-cultivation and individualism, an aspect forgotten but eventually being reintroduced to China.
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