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Exam:
1. To what extent can we say that moral education is core to the Confucian education? 
2. In what sense can the term harmony be used to describe the Confucian way? 


In what sense can the term harmony be used to describe the Confucian way? 

“Heaven, humans and harmony are three constituent elements of the Confucian Way. Consequently, the Way of Heaven, the Way of Humans and the Way of Harmony become the three most essential aspects of the Confucian doctrine.” (Yao, p. 141). The Confucian Way ‘dao 道’ was one of the four underlying ideas of Confucianism, along with ritual ‘li 礼’, humaneness ‘ren 仁’, and virtue ‘de 德’. The Confucian Way is characterized by Confucius to be the ‘truth’ and had a focus on humans, rather than the Daoist Way, which is characterized by Daoists to be more focused on Heaven and humanity’s relationship with Heaven and nature.

Confucius believed that the relationship between humans and Heaven should be harmonious, rather than be based on conflict with one other. “The Way of Harmony is concerned with how harmony can be achieved between humans and Heaven…between individuals, between family members, as well as in society and the world.” (Yao, p. 13). It is believed by those who follow Confucianism and the teachings of Confucius, that harmony is central to the Confucian Way, and that harmony marks the point at which the way of humans and the way of heaven intersect. In his teachings, he makes a particular note of the importance of politics and including it in his scheme of education. He also highlights how harmony comes into play when talking about politics and thus harmony becomes a vital part of a good Confucian education. 

The character for harmony ‘he 和’ has been used for millennia and the first depiction of the character was a combination of ‘yue 乐’ and ‘he 和’. ‘yue 乐’ being the character for music and being associated with harmony derives from the Confucian beliefs of what makes a good person. Confucius set out the standard for what he believed, and to this day many Chinese people still believe, a person should do in order to be a moral and righteous member of society. He believed that an understanding and an appreciation of music made someone a good Confucian, and an overall good person. In the Book of Rites, music is described to come from the heart and when utilised correctly, can effectively teach people the proper way to conduct themselves.

Before Confucius, ‘ru 儒’ referred to those who were dancers and magicians in religious rituals, and after Confucius referred to masters of mathematics, history, archery, poetry, and music. Music was said to unite people and bring people together and teach them to resect one another despite any social or economic differences. Although music was included as a part of social and religious ceremonies, music became more closely associated with people who were educated and sophisticated members of society. At the time when Confucius was alive, during the late Zhou Dynasty ‘zhou chao 周朝’, the states had been devastated by chaos during the Spring and Autumn Period ‘chun qui 春秋’, so to put a stop to this chaos thinkers began to explore what they thought the cause of the chaos might be and evolved the way they had solved problems in the past. “Confucian masters focus on how to apply the principle governing Heaven and Earth in human life and society and on how to find the Way to maintain or restore the harmony of the world.” (Yao, p. 139). Confucius believed that the chaos had in fact developed from people misusing rituals and music. To suggest that the chaos ravaging the states at the time was caused by people misusing music, highlights just how important he considered music to be as a part of his thinking and his teachings. “The Ru advocates ritual principles and music, and if the methods of Ru are completely carried out, the world will be rich, harmonious, and happy.” (Lai, Chen. and Xin, Yan., p. 174). Music being a part of the formation for the character for harmony then further highlights how central harmony was in the Confucian way of thinking and, more importantly, the Confucian way of life. 

The way that Confucius and his students cultivated the Confucian Way lead to harmony being placed at the forefront of the teachings. It was not enough to simply read about harmony and how to be harmonious, Confucius taught that harmony was something that you had to work on within yourself individually. Becoming harmonious within oneself was believed to lead to becoming more virtuous and being harmonious was seen as the most important of all the moral virtues laid out by Confucius. To achieve a truly harmonious life, looking inward on one’s own mind and how you live your own life was very important, but your relationship with others being harmonious and creating a harmonious society was also vital. It was believed that in order to know and understand the Way of Heaven, one had to study human affairs. This kind of study was thought to lead to the understanding of the Way of Heaven, which leads right back into the Confucian idea of learning and self-cultivation of a harmonious life. One could learn from one’s family members and peers and imitate how they achieved or were striving to achieve a harmonious, and thus a ‘Confucian’ way of life.

Believing that humans are born with or given the proper tools by Heaven to achieve a harmonious life is important in reassuring people that they have a purpose in life. “The Way of Humans is essentially the way of moral life, and that is why it is said that in human terms the Way is called humaneness and righteousness” (Yao, p. 154). The Confucian Way being primarily focussed on human life rather than matters of what happens after death, allows people to trust that what they do while they are on Earth, or when they are alive, is of significance. As opposed to doing whatever they desire while they are alive, or simply being a good person in order to receive the best afterlife possible. They can better themselves because they believe it will benefit themselves and others rather than with the expectation of a reward. This makes Confucianism and the Confucian Way stand out from a number of religions and philosophical views as there is no larger than life incentive to do good and to be good, just the satisfaction that the world will become a more pleasant and harmonious place for all to live in. 

Yao states very plainly and certainly in their book that “Confucian discourses on Heaven and humanity pave the way for its conception of harmony, ... In this sense harmony is the culmination of the Confusion way and marks the point where the Way Heaven and the Way of Humans converge” (Yao, p. 170). So as much as I researched into Confucianism, the Confucian Way, and how harmony fits into both of them, Harmony is touched upon in so many of Confucius’s teachings and particularly when it comes to discussions about the Confucian Way. I found that it was quite difficult to read though a book or an academic journal article on the subject of Confucianism, and more specifically the Confucian Way, and not see the word ‘harmony’ appear at least once on each page. It is an integral part of the description of the Confucian Way and I believe that one would not be able to define the Confucian Way without the use of the word ‘harmony’. I have come to the conclusion that is is very easy to say that the term harmony be used to describe the Confucian way in its entirety. Harmony can easily and simply be considered, at the very least, to be quite central to the Confucian Way, if not actually central to the Confucian Way.


To what extent can we say that moral education is core to the Confucian education? 

Confucius was known throughout his life to be a teacher. There were teachers and philosophers whose ideas and thoughts were listened to because their claim of being his student, or a student of one of his students gave them a higher status and a credibility that would have been difficult to establish had they had less of or no connection to Confucius. In his teachings, he reinvented the meaning and methods of education and learnings of ‘ru 儒’ to set out guidelines for good family and social life. He laid out a few simple yet vital ideals that he focused on and presented as the way to lead a good life. Within the scheme of Confucian education, it is stated in the Xueji, the records of learning that “If the exemplary ruler really wants to transform the people to refine their way of life and make cultivation a standard daily practice, then the only path is through education.” (ed. Di, X. and McEwan, H., p. 10). 

Moral education in the scheme of Confucian education was mainly covered in two of the three main sections of Confucius’ teachings: self-moral cultivation, familial and social moral education, and political benevolent government. “Xueji returns us to a time when teaching and learning were seen as essential aspects of the same moral task-an education that is directed to human growth and moral improvement” (ed. Di, X. and McEwan, H., p. 4). Not only was a moral education considered an important part of the Confucian education, a Confucian education in its entirety was seen as moral, one could even say an education was considered a moral obligation. “The original Chinese idea of learning possessed strong local and cultural characteristics, with simple and varied expressions that arose from experience and a profound sense of the moral importance of education to the development of society.” (ed. Di, X. and McEwan, H., p. 3). Moral education was seen as a vital part of the Confucian education because despite it being believed that a meaningful life was given by Heaven provided human beings with the virtuous beginnings for humaneness, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom, there was no predetermined path set out by Heaven that people had to follow. Humans were simply given the tools they would need to be able to follow a morally good way of life. Confucius believed that all people had the potential to use what was given to each person by Heaven and mould their lives according to his teachings to ensure they lived good lives. For people to be moral and self-cultivate a moral life through education, was to make a clear differentiation between man and beasts. “Humans are all born with the same nature and it is learning that sets them apart. ‘Those who undertake learning become men; those who neglect it become as wild beasts’” (Yao, p. 80). This differentiation was vital for people as the help and inspiration given by Heaven to humans to better themselves would then not be given if they were to act no different from birds or beasts. Confucius and Confucians set a clear divide between man and beasts, with having an education being the main differential in this case. Being knowledgeable in morals and having a moral education helped to set the civilised and uncivilised apart from each other.

Important terms in Confucianism are housed under the umbrella term of ‘moral education’, these being loyalty, rites and rituals, humaneness, and filial piety. All of these terms were vital for a student of Confucius’s teachings to learn about and master, particularly with the application of these teachings into their life outside of their studies. These terms are all very closely intertwined so there is a lot of overlapping when it comes to the teachings about them laid out by Confucius and his teachers. Filial piety is such an important part of life in China and has been for millennia, it is a vital lesson for children to be taught about how to treat their elders, their parents in particular. The 24 Filial Exemplars are the best example of the importance of people being educated about filial piety and to be able to properly and being able to properly transfer the teachings into their lives. Loyalty then very clearly links to filial piety, and then further extends from loyalty to one’s family, to loyalty to one’s government and leaders, and to the people in the society you are a part of. Humaneness is something that, in my opinion, all people should place more importance into ensuring they display to other people. Confucianism and a Confucian education can teach humaneness, filial piety, and loyalty in a lot of detail and contextualise into how to apply it to everyday life as opposed to it just being something that one studies in a classroom setting then not allow it to progress any further. 

In Confucianism there was the concept of a ‘moral Heaven’, which referred to people channelling their spiritual belief in Heaven into living rational and moral lives.  This concept also feeds into the idea that Heaven simple provides the tools for one to live a harmonious and moral life, it is human beings’ job to use those tools correctly and form a life for themselves that Heaven would approve of. A more formal style of education then became increasingly more common thanks to Confucius and his students. Confucianism “is a complex set of ethical and moral rules that dictate how a person relates to other. It plays a key role in forming the norms of social morality which influences the culture in personal, familial, and social relationships.” (Huang, GHC. and Gove, M., p. 10). It was believed that this kind of education under a good teacher in a good learning environment would lead a person to be more truthful, and be more likely to achieve perfection, especially with regards to their family and their responsibilities. McEwan and Di state very close to the same idea as Huang and Gove that I have quoted above: “the concept of xue and argues that its origins lie within an understanding of human relationships and a vision of morality based on the roles that constitute us as persons-as family members and as members of particular communities.” (ed. Di, X. and McEwan, H., p. 5). The fact that I have seen this concept worded in very similar ways in more than two books and academic journals highlights just how important and central the idea of morality and a moral education were in a Confucian education.

So, to what extent can we say that moral education is core to the Confucian education? After reading and researching it is quite easy to see how often even the terms ‘morality’ and ‘moral education’ appear in texts discussing the topic of Confucianism and the Confucian education. In his teachings, Confucius put a strong focus on the importance of morality being included in his teachings, and that his students, and all people for that matter, have the duty to be moral. Not only do they have that duty to be moral, the also have an obligation to apply the lessons that they are taught about morality to their own lives in order to make the world they live in a better place for everybody.  It is easy to simply say ‘be a good person’, Confucius did what some might call the hard work and set out what he believed it actually took to be a good person, and how that could actually be taught and how people could properly learn how to better themselves. So yes, I do believe that moral education is truly at the core of the Confucian education.
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