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Essential qualities and the contemporary meaning

of Confucianism (Confucianist philosophy)

Oh Suk Won
President of Sungkyunkwan Confucian Graduate School

1. Addressing the Issue

Confucianism has influenced many countries in East Asia, including its place
of origin, China for as long as several thousands of years. Importantly, this
philosophy is the one that had the greatest impact on the values and lifestyle
of the Korean people. To understand the qualities of Confucianism that have
affected East Asian culture including Korea, and integrating the merits of the
philosophy into the 21st century, we must pursue ethical values and strive to
obtain wisdom. We can see new cultural trends of the 21st century and the

choices of paths we can follow go. It aims to renew the study of Confucianism.

Earlier, comparing Puritan thought in the West with Confucianist philosophy
in the East, social scientist Max Weber(1806~1920) indicated concretely the
limitations and problems inherent to Confucianism as the radical causes
that hindered the economic development of East Asia. But in the 1980s,
most countries in East Asia, including Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong
and Singapore, achieved tremendous development. As a result of that, many
scholars in the West accepted that they may have interpreted Confucianist
thought with prejudice and indicated a lack of understanding of Confucianist

philosophy in the past.

For example, Du Yoo Myeong, of Harvard University, and Sa Se Hui, from
East Sea University in Japan, has discussed adding Confucianist ethics to
the discussion of contemporary capitalism. In 1990s, as Samuel Huntington, a
professor at Harvard University, used the newly coined term, "Confucianist

capitalism", he emphasized the importance of Confucianist economic ethics and
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the deep relationship between economics and Confucianism.
As will be seen, there are two conflicting opinions about the functions of
Confucianism that are based on economic ethics. What is important is to
correctly perceive the qualities of Confucianism that had supplied wisdom
to large groups of people for a long part of human history. It is clear that
Confucianism in the historical process revealed itself through diverse
appearances according to local and personal traits.
Under any consideration, they all possess elements of universality and
specialty, essence and phenomenon, the right function and reverse function.
Indulged in universal qualities of the philosophy, we must not ignore the
variants. On the other hand, we have to see both aspects simultaneously, for
example, universality and specialty with an objective view. It is important to
note the merits derived from the philosophy and to find a way to bring these

merits to contemporary society.

2. Essential Qualities of Confucianist Philosophy

Confucianist philosophy is originated with Gongja (Confucius, 551~479 B.C). The
most notable feature of his philosophy is its focus on changing people's sense
from god centered thought to human centered thought. That is, his philosophy
made people's knowledge transcendent of divine nature through human's moral
consciousness in which the human includes the spiritual will of the divine. In
other words, if a human embodies humanity's inherent original nature in the
right way, the human will not only embody his or her own physical presence,
but also get in touch with the spiritual world.

To understand essential features of Confucianist philosophy, Above all, to
understand essential features of Confucianist philosophy, we must comprehend
it through his writing [NONEOJ , which contains Confucius's original
thoughts. In his writing [NONEOJ , Gongja, Confucius emphasized courtesy
as the basis of human action, righteousness as the correct standard value and
benevolence the basis of human relationships. Looking at the essential qualities
of Confucianist philosophy, we can summarize it by examining the following 5
points:

First, the philosophy of Confucianism is human centered.
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Morality that is pursued in Confucianism is human morality. So, first of all, an
individual's identity and social relationships matter a great deal. In Taoism
the role of nature differed from ordinary religions from this basic standpoint.
This idea of human centered Confucianism does not mean that humans should
dominate everything under the sun, but it embodies a humanitarian philosophy
that pursues to coexist with all beings in the universe.

Second, the philosophy of Confucianism is one that affirms the real world.

It also emphasizes seizing the day, rather than emphasizing things of the past
or future.

In our daily routine, it is said that we should do our best at the moment. It is a
practical living philosophy, not an idealistic utopia. So, from these standpoints,
this philosophy is different from Buddhism and Taoism, with their inherently
negative views of the real world. Confucianism states that we achieve ultimate
enlightenment if we do our best in given situations.

Third, this philosophy values motive and process. The effort and intention
can have greater significance than the consequence. The result and aim is
important, but motive and process are more so. If we try with a pure mind and
sincere attitude, we will move closer to our values.

Fourth, practice is of great importance. There should be practice prior to
knowledge and information. This is different from other Eastern philosophies,
which seek to have the human being at the center of knowledge. So, while it is
important to have extensive knowledge, it demands the practice that matches
an individual's personality.

Fifth, it is the philosophy that embodies the human being. The aim and motive

is to pursue proper living to achieve the self-realization of human beings.

3. Nature of Korean and Toegye studies

The region marked by Confucian culture is generally East Asia, including
Korea, China, Japan and Taiwan. Of these countries, the values and rites
of Confucianism have been best preserved in Korea. Today, while diverse
religions and philosophies are combined, based on Western-culture, the lifestyle
and consciousness of Korea still consists of Confucian values. Confucian

philosophy still exists in the Korean lifestyle. The effects of Confucian

Xxviii



g W
philosophy's influences on the ethnic flavor and character of the Korean people
are as follows:

It is important for Koreans to maintain the dignity and morality of humanity.
These ideals are easily found from as far back as the Dangun myth (the
founder of the Korean Nation) and humanitarian ideals. It contains love of

humanity and a universal view of mankind.

In addition, Koreans respect education and it is a nation which gives serious
consideration to manners and etiquette. According to Chinese book, Huhanseo,
it is written that Koreans have a benevolent temperament and like peace, and
so it has called Koreans true gentleman and Korea the country of courteous
people in the East.

Confucian philosophy stimulates the mind of the true gentleman and the
scholar, so it has led Koreans to study more. One of several factors in Korea's
dazzling economic growth is the influence of Confucian philosophy on higher

education.

Koreans are a people who regard respecting our ancestors and parents as
of highest importance. Ancestor worship is a traditional element of Korean
culture which originated in ancient times, which is easily confirmed through
epigraphically evidence. Filial piety has been one of the cornerstones of Koran
society.

Also, humanity and truth are valued by Koreans. Moralists of the early Joseon
Dynasty had accepted Confucian philosophy as the official method to analyze
moral practice and social justice.

Therefore, moralists of the early Joseon Dynasty such as Jeongam Jo Gwangjo
(1536~1684), based themselves on Confucian philosophy, and attempted positive
political reform. Confucian philosophy was analyzed and refined by the scholars
of the Mid-Joseon Dynasty such as Yulgok Lee-I (1536~1684) through their
discourses.

Confucian philosophy was carefully examined by Toegye Lee Hwang, who,
more than earlier scholars, minutely systemized and readjusted understanding

of human nature. The Key feature of Toegye Studies is human studies.
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Toegye had firm values, based on strong faith and belief, to realize nature of
humans via noble acts and emotions. In addition, not only did he formulate and
systemize his theory, but he also practiced it himself throughout life.

Studies were apt to contain ideological components, but Toegye was conscious
of the essence of Confucian philosophy as he practiced his theories himself.
Toegye's life had a positive effect on scholarship in China and Japan as well,
because he had become a model based on his high level of scholarship and his
personality. Also, he trained many Confucian scholars in Andong, which was

called Yeongnamhakpa (southeastern part of Korea Study Party).

4. Role of Values and Confucianism in Modern Times

Today, various cultures of the world are gathering and meeting and the
intellectual level of people raises day by day though the spread of modern
technology. Yet struggles and killings from confrontation and conflict continue.
Nowadays, Western oriented Modernism which emerged after the Renaissance
dominates the world. The fundamental view of Western-oriented Modernism
places emphasis on material, economic efficiency rather than on spiritual
morality. The value systems placing importance on economic materialism have
brought great advancements in industry, science, medical technology and have
substantially promoted material abundance and the welfare of all mankind.
But, as the values that emphasize the material rather than the spiritual make
weaken morality, the dignity of humans is lost in a vacuum of values. In
addition, the continuous desire of materials promotes shortages, discontent and
hostility.

Trying to obtain more materials without any limit is the cause of many bad
phenomena, including social corruption and violence.

One of the features of modernism in the West is rationalism on the basis of
human reason. In the view of rationalism, people view opposite values, like
materialism and spirituality, individual and group, human and nature as and
opposites rather than as complementary.

Analytic and rational values have promoted a scientific way of thinking, but it
has worsened the social conflicts and struggles.

In this way, the values of an individual centered ideology led to the expansion
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of human rights and freedom. It has also promoted self-realization and
expansion of personality. But freedom without responsibility leads to a
principle of noninterference. When ignoring the consciousness of the group,
individual egoism will dominate. When we lose healthy and balanced thinking,
we can experience the problems of aimless violence and collective egoism.
There is a human centered stream in Confucian philosophy. It states that
humans should live their lives according to the basis benevolence and
righteousness. There is a pure morality that calls to the world beyond
materialism, a personality that considers other people and is open to strong
criticism and to train the spirit to embody truth and justice. Moreover, the
values that Confucianism reached for include individualism on the basis of
responsibility and collective consciousness, the pursuit of material within the
basis of morality and humanity on the basis of maintaining human coexistence
with nature.

In 21st century human society, the human dignity should be restored as
society is transformed to a more humanitarian world. Although high-tech
industry has given is space travel, the human being must remain higher than
any technology.

So, we should build such a society that all human beings coexist in peace and
realize the dignity of human life and cherish the cultures and religions of their

counterparts.
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The Analects of Confucius as norms for the self-
regulation of the community

ISHII Hideo

“Community” (Gemeinde, Gesellschaft) is a society satisfying the following
condition: its indivisible shared means of productions are, in an inseparable
way, tied to its indivisible group of producers. This means, it is an integrated
organism, and a hierarchical or tribal society, where “kinship” (that doesn’t
necessarily imply a blood relation) is the basis on which households are united.
Before the capitalist mode of production came to prevail, this had been the
principal manner of forming our society.

The Analects of Confucius, one of the most classic pieces in the history of
mankind, is a text which goes back to such a period (more than two thousand
years ago). A landmark research on community, led by Dr. NAKAMURA
Kichiji, allows us to recognise, alongside its incontestable importance in general,
its specific contributions to social science: the Analects reveals what the self-
regulating norms of a community are and how we can manage them; in this

sense, it is a brilliant resource book for ethics and public philosophy.
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Did TOKIEDA Motoki “misread” the Cours de
linguistique générale of Ferdinand de Saussure? -
An essay on the role of KOBAYASHI Hideo in the
reception of Saussure in Japan

SEKIZAWA Izumi

Probably no one will doubt today the importance of Tokieda's contributions to
linguistics, not only for the study of Japanese language, but also for the study
of linguistics in general, especially concerning “modality”. Many philosophers
are interested today in Tokieda’s interpretation of the Japanese sujet parlant
in relation to Nishida’s reconsideration of the idea of subject.

However, only few scholars take Tokieda’s criticism of Saussurean linguistics
seriously, because Tokieda misread Saussure, making very simple mistakes,
when he was doing so. For example, in fact, Tokieda took “langue” in Saussure
for an “unité linguistique” in some passages.

It derives however from the very polysemy of the Japanese word “kotoba”
which means “langage”, “langue”, “parole”, “dicours”, “unité linguistique” and
other things, as Kobayashi, the first translator of the Cours, pointed out its
demerit in his introductory book on linguistics. But it is in this polysemy that
Japanese speaker (sujet parlant) speaks - and speaks on the “kotoba”. Tokieda
delimited, to a certain extent, the universality of Saussure’s ideas, inverting

Kobayashi’'s analysis of this polysemy.
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