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ConNrFucIUS’ MORAL PHILOSOPHY ON FOUNDATIONS,
CORE VALUES AND CONTEMPORARY SIGNIFICANCE

[A FILOSOFIA MORAL DE CONFUCIO ACERCA DOS FUNDAMENTOS E VALORES
FUNDAMENTAIS, E SEU SIGFICADO CONTEMPORANEO |

ABSTRACT: Confucius’ moral philosophy
is one of the most influential ethical
traditions in East Asia and continues to
inform contemporary discussions on human
development, social harmony and moral
responsibility. Although formulated during
a period of political disorder, his teachings
present a systematic model of moral
cultivation that links personal virtue with
relational ethics and stable governance.
This article offers a concise examination of
Confucius’ ethical thought through content
analysis of classical texts and engagement
with historical, comparative and modern
scholarship. Central virtues such as ren, i, yi,
zhi and xin are interpreted as an integrated
framework for shaping the moral self and
building harmonious communities. The
study also reviews key academic debates
in both Eastern and Western traditions.
Despite limitations associated with hierarchy
and patriarchal norms, Confucian ethics
remains relevant to contemporary issues
in public administration, leadership, civic

education and organizational culture.
The analysis concludes that Confucius’
focus on character formation, relational

responsibility and humane governance offers
meaningful guidance for addressing modern
challenges, including declining trust and the
fragmentation of shared moral values in an
increasingly globalized world.
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Resumo: A filosofia moral de Confucio ¢é
uma das tradi¢des éticas mais influentes da
Asia Oriental e continua a embasar discussdes
contemporaneas sobre desenvolvimento
humano, harmonia social e responsabilidade
moral. Embora tenham sido formulados
durante um periodo de desordem politica,
seus ensinamentos apresentam um modelo
sistematico de cultivo moral que vincula
a virtude pessoal a ética relacional ¢ a
governanga estavel. Este artigo oferece um
exame conciso do pensamento ético de
Conflicio através da analise do contetdo
de textos classicos ¢ do didlogo com a
producdo académica historica, comparada
e moderna. Virtudes centrais como ren
(humanidade), 1i (ritual), yi (retiddo), zhi
(sabedoria) e xin (confiabilidade) sao
interpretadas como um arcabougo integrado
para a formagdo do sujeito moral ¢ para a
constru¢do de comunidades harmoniosas. O
estudo também revisa os principais debates
académicos em ambas as tradi¢des orientais e
ocidentais. Apesar das limitacdes associadas
a hierarquia e as normas patriarcais, a ética
confucionista permanece relevante para
questdes contemporaneas em administracdo
publica, lideranga, educagdo civica e cultura
organizacional. A andlise conclui que a énfase
de Confucio na formagdo do carater, na
responsabilidade relacional e na governanca
humanizada oferece significativa orientagdo
paraenfrentar os desafios modernos, incluindo
o declinio da confianga ¢ a fragmentagdo dos
valores morais compartilhados em um mundo
cada vez mais globalizado.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Etica confucionista; ren;
li; yi; filosofia moral; pensamento do Leste
Asiatico; ética das virtudes
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1. INTRODUCTION

onfucius is widely regarded as one of the most influential
moral philosophers in world intellectual history, and his
teachings have shaped the cultural and ethical foundations of East Asian
civilizations for more than two thousand years. The historical context in
which his philosophy emerged was a period of profound social turmoil
(Chan, 1996). During the Spring and Autumn era of ancient China,
political institutions were weakening, ritual norms were deteriorating
and interpersonal trust was steadily eroding. Feudal states engaged in
continuous conflict, authority was fragmented and longstanding social
values became increasingly unstable. Within this situation of disorder,
Confucius developed a philosophical response that centered on moral
cultivation as the essential basis for restoring social harmony (Wong,
2012). He believed that laws and coercive measures were insufficient
for creating lasting stability. Instead, ethical transformation had to begin
with the individual who could, through sustained effort, cultivate virtuous
dispositions that would naturally radiate outward into family, community
and governance. This conviction shaped the core of Confucius’ moral
philosophy and led him to articulate a model of ethical life grounded
in character formation and relational responsibility (Li, 2013).
Confucius understood human beings as essentially relational entities
whose moral growth depends heavily on empathy, mutual respect and
continuous self reflection. In contrast to moral theories that conceive the
individual as an isolated autonomous agent, Confucius viewed personhood
as inseparable from social interaction. An individual becomes moral not
simply by adhering to rules but by learning how to respond to the needs,
emotions and expectations of others within specific relationships (Wong,
2015). This relational orientation underlies his emphasis on benevolence,
proper conduct and trustworthiness. These virtues guide individuals
toward harmonious interactions and create the conditions for a stable
social order. Confucius’ vision of ethical life therefore integrates personal
morality and collective well being into a unified framework. A well
cultivated individual contributes naturally to a well ordered society, while
a disordered society reflects failures in personal and communal morality.
This reciprocal relationship between self and community remains one of
the most distinctive features of Confucian ethics (Lin and Ho, 2013).
The importance Confucius places on education reinforces his belief
in the transformative potential of every person. He was among the first in
Chinese history to advocate education without class distinctions, insisting
that moral learning should be accessible to all who are willing to study.
Through education, individuals can refine their conduct, deepen their
understanding and cultivate virtues that support responsible citizenship.
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Confucius also saw education as a lifelong endeavor (Reed, 1995). Moral
excellence, in his view, requires constant practice rather than passive
acceptance of inherited norms. Reflection on one’s actions, correction of
mistakes and awareness of social obligations are all essential for ethical
development. This dynamic conception of learning strengthens the moral
foundations of community life and provides a mechanism through which
society can renew itself.

In the modern era, Confucius’ moral philosophy continues to attract
attention because contemporary societies face ethical challenges that
mirror, in important ways, the moral decay of the Spring and Autumn
period. Rapid economic development, technological advancement and
cultural globalization have profoundly transformed social structures.
These changes have brought significant benefits but also produced
growing concerns regarding the erosion of interpersonal trust, rising
individualism, weakening family ties and diminishing civic responsibility
(He, 2015). Many scholars argue that Confucian ethics contains valuable
insights for addressing these issues because it emphasizes virtues that are
increasingly necessary for social cohesion. Concepts such as benevolence,
trustworthiness and proper conduct remain relevant for modern public
administration, professional ethics, leadership training and community
building. Confucius’ teachings offer an ethical framework that encourages
individuals to examine their motives, act with sincerity and contribute to
the welfare of others.

Despite widespread interest, systematic studies that integrate
Confucius’ original ideas with contemporary concerns remain limited.
Many discussions focus either on historical interpretation or modern
application, but relatively few works attempt to analyze Confucius’
moral philosophy in a comprehensive and balanced manner that connects
ancient insights to current ethical needs. This article seeks to fill that gap
by presenting an integrated analysis of Confucius’ core ethical concepts
and their potential relevance for the twenty first century. The goal is not
to idealize Confucianism or deny its historical limitations but to explore
how its humanistic orientation, relational understanding of morality and
emphasis on virtuous leadership can enrich current moral discourse. By
examining Confucius’ thought with academic rigor and contemporary
sensitivity, the article contributes to ongoing efforts to reinterpret classical
wisdom in ways that strengthen ethical awareness and promote harmonious
social development in an increasingly complex world (Koczkas, 2023).

2. METHODS AND LITERATURE REVIEW

This study employs a methodological approach that combines content
analysis, historical logical reasoning and comparative philosophy in order
to construct a coherent and academically grounded understanding of
Confucius’ moral philosophy. The use of content analysis allows for direct
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engagement with the primary texts that form the foundation of Confucian
ethical thought. These texts include The Analects, The Great Learning,
The Doctrine of the Mean and Mencius, which collectively represent the
essential record of early Confucian ideas. Through systematic examination
of key passages, terminologies and recurring themes, the study identifies
the conceptual structure of Confucius’ ethical worldview, particularly the
significance of ren, li, yi, zhi and xin as interconnected virtues. Content
analysis also helps clarify Confucius’ pedagogical methods and his views
on self cultivation, which are central to understanding the practical nature
of his moral philosophy (Xie et all., 2021).

The historical logical method is used to situate Confucius’ teachings
within the broader development of Confucianism across different eras.
Confucian ethics evolved considerably after Confucius, and later thinkers
contributed both reinterpretations and philosophical innovations. Mencius
emphasized the innate goodness of human nature and the importance of
compassion as the origin of moral action. Xunzi argued for the need to
transform human nature through disciplined practice. During the Han
dynasty, Confucianism became intertwined with political institutions
and ritual orthodoxy. In the Song and Ming dynasties, Neo Confucian
thinkers such as Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming introduced metaphysical
and introspective frameworks that deepened the philosophical complexity
of Confucian ethics. Understanding these developments helps distinguish
which elements of the tradition reflect Confucius’ original perspective
and which represent later elaborations shaped by new historical
circumstances. The historical logical method therefore provides a
diachronic understanding that avoids conflating Confucius with the entire
Confucian tradition (Lin and Ho, 2013).

Comparative philosophy offers an additional perspective that
enhances the study’s academic value. By comparing Confucian ethics
with other philosophical systems, the analysis identifies both universal
themes and distinctive features. Confucius shares with Aristotelian virtue
ethics the belief that moral life depends on character development rather
than obedience to rules. However, Confucius places stronger emphasis on
relational roles and communal obligations. When contrasted with Kantian
ethics, Confucius appears less concerned with abstract principles and
more focused on concrete social interactions. Comparisons with Buddhist
compassion ethics reveal similarities in moral sentiment yet highlight
Confucius’ greater attention to social order. These comparisons enrich
the interpretation of Confucius’ ideas and demonstrate their relevance to
global philosophical discussions (Tan, 2021).

The literature review shows that scholarly interest in Confucius
spans diverse cultural contexts. Classical Confucian scholarship mainly
interpreted his teachings as guidelines for political order and social
hierarchy. Modern East Asian scholars increasingly focus on the humanistic
and educational dimensions of his ethics, exploring applications in civic
education, leadership and community building. Western scholars approach
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Confucius through frameworks of virtue ethics, relational metaphysics
and comparative moral psychology, often emphasizing his distinctive
understanding of the moral self. Despite these extensive studies, many
works examine isolated aspects of Confucian ethics without offering an
integrated perspective that connects classical foundations with modern
applicability. This study contributes to filling that gap by synthesizing
multiple scholarly viewpoints into a unified analytical framework.

3. RESEARCH RESULTS

Confucius’ moral philosophy rests upon a complex yet coherent
ethical framework that connects personal virtue, social harmony and
political governance into a single model of human development. The
findings presented in this section synthesize the conceptual foundations
of his moral thought and analyze the core virtues that define the Confucian
ethical system. In doing so, the section clarifies how Confucius sought to
transform the moral character of individuals and how this transformation
was expected to shape the broader social and political environment. The
findings also explore the relational orientation of Confucius’ ethics,
demonstrating how virtue, emotion and conduct interact to create a moral
community. These elements collectively highlight the enduring relevance
of Confucius’ moral philosophy and reveal why his ideas continue to
attract scholarly and public interest in the modern world (Yu, 2013).

The first major finding concerns the foundational context of
Confucius’ ethical thought. Confucius lived during a period in which
traditional norms were collapsing, and social relationships were becoming
increasingly unstable. Ritual practices that once guided behavior and
stabilized community life were losing their authority. Feudal states
were locked in persistent conflict, rulers frequently acted for personal
gain rather than public benefit and moral trust was gradually eroding.
Confucius recognized that legal instruments and punitive measures
alone could not restore order. Instead, he argued that society could only
be repaired if individuals cultivated morally exemplary characters. This
conviction placed personal moral development at the center of Confucius’
project and shaped his belief that ethical transformation must begin within
the individual rather than through external coercion. This finding reveals
that Confucius’ moral philosophy is fundamentally restorative in nature,
seeking to rebuild society from the inside out through the cultivation of
virtuous persons.

Another major finding is that Confucius’ view of human nature is
essentially relational. He did not conceive the individual as an isolated
unit capable of ethical reasoning independent of social context. Instead,
he believed that the self is constituted through relationships, and that
moral growth depends on the quality of these relationships. Confucius
emphasized the importance of empathy, benevolence and responsiveness
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because he saw these qualities as central to sustaining meaningful social
bonds. Moral life, in his view, is not a matter of applying universal rules
but of cultivating a sensibility that allows one to respond appropriately
to the particular needs and emotions of others. The relational nature
of Confucius’ ethics distinguishes his philosophy from many Western
theories that ground morality in individual autonomy or rational principles.
This finding highlights a distinctive contribution of Confucius to global
moral philosophy, namely the understanding that the self becomes ethical
through its interactions with others (Bockover, 2010).

A third major finding relates to the role of ritual propriety in
Confucian ethics. Ritual, or li, is one of the most frequently discussed
concepts in Confucius’ teachings and serves as a practical mechanism
through which moral character is shaped. For Confucius, rituals are not
empty ceremonies but structured practices that help individuals internalize
virtues such as respect, humility, restraint and gratitude. Rituals guide
behavior in familial, social and political contexts, enabling individuals to
understand their roles and to act in accordance with social expectations.
Confucius believed that participation in ritual instills a sense of order,
fosters harmonious interactions and creates a shared moral vocabulary
that binds communities together. The study finds that Confucius
reinterpreted the ritual system of the Zhou dynasty not as rigid formalism
but as a dynamic ethical tool capable of nurturing character and shaping
moral emotions. This interpretation of ritual demonstrates the practical
dimension of Confucian ethics and its focus on embodied moral learning.

The fourth major finding concerns the central virtue of ren, often
translated as humaneness or benevolence. Ren is the emotional and
moral core of Confucian ethics, symbolizing compassion, empathy,
kindness and genuine concern for others. Confucius considered ren the
highest moral ideal and repeatedly emphasized that all ethical conduct
must originate from a humane heart. Ren guides individuals in their
relationships, motivating them to act with sincerity, generosity and
understanding (Wong, 2012). It also serves as a moral compass that helps
individuals navigate complex social situations. The findings show that
ren is not an abstract principle but a lived experience manifested through
concrete interactions with others. Confucius taught that ren is realized in
daily actions, such as showing respect to parents, treating others fairly
and responding thoughtfully to the needs of the community. This finding
underscores the affective dimension of Confucian ethics and its reliance
on emotional attunement as a basis for moral action.

Closely related to ren is the virtue of yi, which refers to moral
rightness and the ability to act ethically even when faced with personal
disadvantage. Yi represents a form of judgment that prioritizes what
is morally appropriate over what is expedient or profitable. Confucius
regarded yi as essential for maintaining integrity and preventing moral
corruption (Wong, 2012). The findings reveal that yi functions as the
internalized standard that regulates behavior and ensures consistency
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between intention and action. Without yi, individuals may conform to
ritual practices superficially while lacking genuine moral commitment.
Yi therefore safeguards the authenticity of moral conduct by compelling
individuals to consider whether their actions align with ethical principles.
This finding highlights the cognitive component of Confucian ethics and
its focus on moral discernment.

The virtue of zhi, or wisdom, constitutes another important finding.
In Confucian philosophy, wisdom involves more than intellectual
knowledge. It refers to the ability to understand moral situations, evaluate
consequences and make sound ethical decisions. Wisdom enables
individuals to integrate ren, li and yi into coherent action. Confucius
believed that without wisdom, even well intentioned individuals might
fail to act ethically because they lack the capacity to recognize what a
given situation demands. The findings indicate that Confucius regarded
wisdom as a cultivated quality that develops through study, reflection
and experience. This view reinforces the idea that moral learning is an
ongoing process requiring both theoretical understanding and practical
engagement. The emphasis on wisdom illustrates the importance of
thoughtful judgment in Confucian ethics and demonstrates how moral
virtues must be guided by informed insight (Woods and Lamond, 2011).

The virtue of xin, translated as trustworthiness, emerged as another
significant finding. Confucius considered trust essential for sustaining
interpersonal and political relationships. Trustworthiness requires
consistency, honesty and fidelity to one’s commitments. Confucius
believed that a society in which individuals cannot trust each other will
inevitably collapse because trust is the foundation of cooperation and
social cohesion. In political contexts, Confucius repeatedly emphasized
that a ruler who lacks the trust of the people cannot govern effectively,
regardless of military strength or economic resources. The findings show
that xin functions as both a personal virtue and a structural requirement
for stable governance. It reinforces the ethical fabric of society by
strengthening bonds of reliability and mutual confidence.

Another significant finding concerns Confucius’ model of
moral cultivation, which is articulated through the progression of self
development, family harmony, state governance and world peace. This
model demonstrates that Confucius viewed morality as a holistic process
in which individual transformation has broad social implications. Self
cultivation forms the foundation because it equips individuals with the
virtues necessary for responsible action. When individuals practice
virtue within the family, they establish patterns of respect and care that
radiate outward into the community. Ethical families contribute to stable
communities, which in turn support just and harmonious governance. The
findings show that this progression reflects an organic and interdependent
understanding of society in which personal morality and public order are
inseparable.

The study also finds that Confucius placed extraordinary importance
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on education as the means through which moral cultivation is achieved.
Confucius believed that anyone capable of learning can become virtuous
through dedicated study and reflection. He advocated education without
discrimination, insisting that moral potential is universal. The findings
show that Confucius viewed education as a lifelong process involving
self examination, correction of mistakes and continuous refinement of
character (Kim, 2003). This view aligns moral learning with personal
transformation and social responsibility. Confucius’ emphasis on education
underscores the dynamic and developmental nature of his ethics, which
rely on cultivation rather than innate perfection.

Another important finding pertains to the political implications of
Confucius’ moral philosophy. Confucius believed that political authority
must be grounded in moral virtue rather than coercive power. A ruler
should govern by example, demonstrating benevolence, fairness and
sincerity. When leaders embody virtue, they inspire trust and encourage
citizens to cultivate their own moral character. The findings show that
Confucius viewed moral leadership as essential for sustainable governance
because it fosters voluntary compliance and reduces the need for punitive
measures. This approach contrasts sharply with legalist philosophies that
rely on strict laws and harsh punishments. Confucius’ vision of ethical
governance highlights the connection between personal virtue and
political legitimacy.

The relational orientation of Confucius’ ethics is further affirmed
by the finding that moral life requires sensitivity to context. Confucius
rejected rigid application of rules, insisting instead that individuals
must respond to situations with flexibility and compassion. He believed
that appropriate conduct depends on understanding relational roles
and adjusting one’s behavior accordingly (Tsai, 2005). This contextual
sensitivity demonstrates that Confucius valued ethical responsiveness
over formalistic rule following. The findings show that this aspect of
Confucian ethics anticipates modern discussions on moral particularism,
which argue that ethical decisions depend heavily on situational details.

The final major finding concerns the enduring relevance of
Confucian ethics for contemporary societies. Confucius’ emphasis on
relational virtue, moral self discipline, trust and humane governance
addresses many ethical challenges faced today. Rapid modernization
has weakened traditional social structures, and communities around the
world struggle with declining trust, rising individualism and fragmented
moral norms. The findings demonstrate that Confucian ethics offers
a framework for strengthening social cohesion through interpersonal
responsibility, moral leadership and communal values. These elements are
increasingly recognized as essential for addressing contemporary issues
in public administration, education, organizational behavior and civic
life. Confucius’ insights into human nature, moral emotion and social
harmony provide a valuable resource for renewing ethical awareness in a
globalized world.
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4. CONCLUSION

Confucius’ moral philosophy presents a remarkably coherent vision
of ethical life in which personal virtue, relational responsibility and social
harmony are inseparably connected. Through core concepts such as ren, li,
yi, zhi and xin, Confucius offers a model of moral cultivation that begins
with the transformation of the individual and extends outward into family,
community and political governance. The findings of this study indicate
that Confucius’ ethics is not merely a historical doctrine but a dynamic
framework capable of addressing contemporary moral challenges. In a
world marked by rapid change, weakening social bonds and declining
public trust, the Confucian emphasis on empathy, trustworthiness, self
discipline and humane leadership provides a valuable foundation for
building ethical and cohesive communities. Although aspects of the
tradition require critical reinterpretation, particularly those related
to hierarchy and patriarchal structures, its core humanistic principles
remain relevant to modern education, public administration and civic
life. By revisiting Confucius with both scholarly rigor and contemporary
awareness, we gain insight into how classical moral wisdom can contribute
meaningfully to the development of responsible individuals and a more
harmonious society.

REFERENCES

Bockover, M. 1. (2010). Confucianism and ethics in the Western philosophical tradition I:
Foundational concepts. Philosophy Compass, 5(4), 307-316. https://doi.org/10.1111/
1.1747-9991.2010.00295.x

Chan, A. (1996). Confucianism and development in East Asia. Journal of Contemporary
Asia, 26(1), 28-45. https://doi.org/10.1080/00472339680000031

He, H. (2015). Social ethics in a changing China: Moral decay or ethical awakening?
Bloomsbury Publishing USA. https://byvn.net/dAri

Kim, H. K. (2003). Critical thinking, learning and Confucius: A positive assessment.
Journal of Philosophy of Education, 37(1), 71-87. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-
9752.3701005

Koczkas, S. (2023). Confucianism: Ancient ideology or driving force of the future? A scoping
review on the effect of Confucian culture on innovation. Society and Economy, 45(4),
411-431. https://doi.org/10.1556/204.2023.00021

Li, C. (2013). The Confucian philosophy of harmony. Routledge. https://doi.
0rg/10.4324/9781315886619

Lin, L. H., & Ho, Y. L. (2013). Confucian dynamism, culture and ethical changes in Chinese
societies: A comparative study of China, Taiwan and Hong Kong. In Making Sense
of Human Resource Management in China (pp. 234-249). Routledge. https://www.
taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315875392-15/confucian-dynamism-
culture-ethical-changes-chinese-societies-comparative-study-china-taiwan-hong-
kong-liang-hung-lin-yu-ling-ho

Reed, G. G. (1995). Moral/political education in the People’s Republic of China: Learning
through role models. Journal of Moral Education, 24(2), 99-111. https://doi.
org/10.1080/0305724950240201

Tan, C. (2021). Mindfulness and morality: Educational insights from Confucius. Journal of
Moral Education, 50(3), 356-367. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2020.1779045

Tsai, D. F. (2005). The bioethical principles and Confucius’ moral philosophy. Journal of
Medical Ethics, 31(3), 159-163. https://doi.org/10.1136/jme.2002.002113

AUFKLARUNG, Jodo Pessoa, v.12, n.3, Dez., 2025, p.269-278



Van Nguyen Thi

Wong, D. B. (2015). Early Confucian philosophy and the development of compassion. Dao,
14(2), 157-194. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11712-015-9438-x

Wong, W. Y. (2012). Ren, empathy and the agent-relative approach in Confucian ethics.
Asian Philosophy, 22(2), 133—-141. https://doi.org/10.1080/09552367.2012.692537

278 Woods, P. R., & Lamond, D. A. (2011). What would Confucius do? Confucian ethics and

AUFKLARUNG, Jodo Pessoa, v.12, n.3, Dez., 2025, p.269-278

self-regulation in management. Journal of Business Ethics, 102(4), 669—683. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0838-5

Xie, T., Chen, S., Wang, D., & Liu, J. H. (2021). Collective remembering of Confucianism
in Chinese language textbooks: Official historical representations from 1949 to
2019. Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology, 15, 1834490921993511. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1834490921993511

Yu, J. (2013). The ethics of Confucius and Aristotle: Mirrors of virtue. Routledge. https://
doi.org/10.4324/9780203940327




