
Confucius’ Ethical 
Philosophy  

HZT4U1 - Mr. Wittmann - Unit 2 - Lecture 4

(551-479 BC)

“To subdue one’s self and 
return to propriety, is perfect 
virtue. . . .The superior man 
does not...act contrary to 
virtue.” 
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Confucius' Background
Kingdom of Lu, 551-479 BC 

Philosopher, Government Official, educator 

Found the Ru School of Chinese thought 

dismissed Daoist metaphysical ideas and 
focused on human relationships
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Confucius' Background 
(continued)

His teachings, preserved in the Analects 

Analects were compiled in various versions 
200 yrs after Confucius' death by his 
students 

Do not carefully separate fiction from fact 

How humans interact with each other 

How humans form and participate in society 
and government
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Confucius' Background 
(continued)

Minister of Public Works and Justice 
(exiled 16 years) 

Upon his return he spent the remainder of 
his life teaching, and edited Chinese 
classics. 

By 200 BC, scholars Mencius and Xunzi 
named Confucius greatest teacher in 
Chinese  

Foundation of later Chinese education
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Confucius' Background 
(continued)

Confucius presented his teachings as 
lessons from antiquity, claiming to be “a 
transmitter and not a maker” 

Much of his teachings seemed to be original 
and represented a radical departure from 
the ideas and practices of his day
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Confucius' Social Philosophy

People must live within parameters 
established by Heaven, man and nature 

Everyone is responsible for their actions 

Practicing ren (compassion) for others 
involved modesty, avoid artful speech, self-
aggrandizement 

Golden Rule: “what you do not wish for 
yourself, do not do to others;” “If you 
desire success, help others achieve it”
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Confucius' Social Philosophy 
(continued)

Devotion to family is the most basic form of 
promoting the interests of others and 
achieved by self-discipline 

Master li (societal ritual forms and rules 
of propriety), respect superiors, play your 
societal role properly, thus earn respect 

Do not practice ritual blindly, but with 
sense of the well-being for others, practice 
with devotion and sincerity
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Confucius' Social Philosophy 
(continued)

Following ritual helps one to learn how to 
reconcile individual desires with the needs 
of the family and community 

Don’t deny desire, by experiencing desires, 
we learn the value of social structures.  

These structures allow for the 
satisfaction of individual desires while 
minimizing conflict thus maintaining 
society. 
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Confucius' Political Philosophy

Those in power should not oppress or take 
for granted their subjects 

Ruler should learn self-discipline and 
govern his subjects by his own example 

Lead people by virtue not law (legalism), 
and they will possess a sense of shame and 
come to you of their own accord
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Confucius' Political Philosophy 
(continued)

Theory of zhengming, lack of connection 
between names/labels/titles and their 
definitions. 

One claiming a position of power should live 
to virtue of that title 

If the ruler's behaviour is rectified then the 
people beneath him will follow suit 

Moral power trumps physical force
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Confucius & Education
Real understanding of a subject comes from 
long and careful study, not natural 
understanding or intuition 

Find a good teacher, is someone older who is 
familiar with the ways of the past, and imitate 
his words and deeds
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Confucius & Education 
(continued)

Claimed in his time values were out of joint 
Actions and behaviour no longer correspond 
to the labels originally attached to them 

Create gentlemen who carry themselves with 
grace, speak correctly, and demonstrate 
integrity in all things 

Taught proper speech, government and 6 Arts 
(ritual, music, archery, chariot-riding, 
calligraphy, and computation)
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Confucius & Education 
(continued)

Book of Songs (didactic poems) 

Cultivates moral qualities in… 

self 

family 

society 

Restore public responsibility, meaning to 
language and values to society
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The End
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