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ABSTRACT 

The principles of Confucianism are founded on humaneness, righteousness, propriety, knowledge, integrity 
and filial piety. These principles have found their way to the Chinese culture since the days of Confucius. 
The study reviews the concept of Confucianism and its influence in Chinese context. Also, the relationship 
between Confucianism and character education is discussed. Character education is based on the 
transmission of values and within Chinese society and most of these values have been founded on the 
teachings of Confucius. Filial piety has strongly been conditioned within the principles of Confucianism and 
the respect of one’s elders. Character education has been promoted by teachers and elders who focus on the 
transmission of values from one generation to the next. Character education is supported by the theories and 
teachings set out by Confucius, mostly in relation to humaneness and integrity, as well as collectivism. The 
individualistic trends are discarded within character education, as the welfare of the society and the 
collective is prioritized.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Confucianism is one of the oldest religions and 
philosophical beliefs in the world. It is a philosophical 
and religious system which is based on the teachings of 
the Chinese philosopher Confucius. Through the 
teachings of Confucius, the values of humaneness, 
righteousness, propriety, knowledge, integrity, loyalty, 
filial piety and continence have been described and 
applied (Ackerman et al., 2009; McDonald, 2012; 
Chunxia, 2010). In relation to education, Confucianism 
supports different virtues and values which are meant to 
highlight the importance of study in the lives of followers. 
This study exams confucianism and character education 
based on a Chinese perspective. It presents a review of 
literature, first covering Confucianism in the Chinese 
context in relation to the proposition on Confucianism 
being positively related to Chinese cultural contexts. It 

then discusses character education and character education 
in Chinese society. Based on the literature and argument, 
the following proposition will be discussed-that 
Confucianism is positively related to character education 
in Chinese society. A conclusion will then collate and 
summarize the study. This study is being undertaken in 
order to establish a more detailed and intimate 
understanding of Confucianism and character education.  

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The study reviews the concept of Confucianism and 
its impact on character education in Chinese context. 

2.1. Confucianism in Chinese Context 

The main principle of Confucianism is humanism. It 
highlights the world and the family, not the gods or the 
afterlife (Fingarette, 1998; Cheng, 2011; Kim and 
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Strudler, 2012; Ip, 2009; Lin, 1994). Confucianism does 
not place much focus on faithfulness rendered to divine 
will (Juergensmeyer, 2005). This position is founded on 
the perception that humans can be taught and improved 
with personal and community efforts, especially self-
cultivation (Zhao and Roper, 2011). It also placed much 
stock on virtue and ethics-ren, yi and li. Ren refers to 
altruism directed to other members of the community; yi 
seeks to support righteousness; and li refers to proper 
behaviour within the community (Yang, 2012). This 
principle also declares that one’s life must be worth less 
than the need to uphold the values of ren and yi (Lo, 
1999; Tynan et al., 2010).   

Although the principles of Confucianism were 
abandoned for a while, the 20th century saw its revival in 
China. One of the principles which have been 
highlighted in Confucianism is filial piety (Zhang et al., 
2012). This is a principle which has long been 
entrenched in the Chinese culture. This principle 
indicates that there must be deference to older 
individuals, mostly within one’s  family. This principle is 
perfectly encapsulated in Confucius’ statement “when I 
walk along with two others, they may serve me as 
teachers. I will select their good qualities and follow 
them, their bad qualities and avoid them” (Grayling, 
2011). Under these conditions, family is not something 
contrived; it is a major part of one’s development. 
Modelling one’s behaviour on one’s elders is a quality 
seen among the Chinese; it would also explain why they 
would often follow their elders unquestioningly and why 
they seldom, if at all, question their elders and their 
teachers (Resick et al., 2011). Some critics of the 
Chinese culture also point out that the principle of filial 
piety often causes a lack of innovation among the 
Chinese, as new ideas are often suppressed and much 
diligence is often expressed for specific ancient literary 
work (Resick et al., 2011). However, despite these 
criticisms of these ideals, these principles fit the highly 
traditional culture of the Chinese.  

What applies among elders seems to be apparent for 
the past as well. Confucianism manifests a consistency 
of meaning over time (Rarick, 2009). The concept of 
using and amending the teachings of the past matches the 
period and ideals of Communism. It supports sustained 
change, even if such change seems radical; moreover, it 
follows respect for new leaders, especially if the latter 
manifest perfect virtues. 

The concept of respect for elders and for authority 
has been seen in various shapes and forms in China 
(Resick et al., 2011). Confucius has often been engaged 
in establishing how to gain order in society. He also 

supported the notion than people would live in harmony 
with everyone if they respected and understood the 
rankings of people in society (Lin, 2008). Moreover, he 
also expressed how social order is threatened when 
individuals do not recognize their specific roles in 
society. The culture of China influenced by 
Confucianism, highly reveres authority and age. In some 
ways, it may be regarded as egalitarian, but not in the 
same way as Westerners apply the concept (Pan et al., 
2010). Westerners adhere to equal opportunity and 
standing in society, whereas the egalitarian concept for 
the Chinese supports equality within specific social units 
(Pan et al., 2010).  

Although there have been changes in applications in 
China today, the Chinese still function based on 
hierarchy. Collectivism is also very much apparent in 
Chinese society and is very much founded on the 
Confucianism principles (Kelly, 2011). For smooth 
functioning of Chinese society, it has been important to 
consider the greater good of the group and the fact that 
individuals do not exist apart from each other (Kelly, 
2011). Instead, the individual’s function and relationship 
is based on his place in the group. In effect, the Chinese 
have considered the importance of suppressing their 
personal needs based on their collective responsibilities 
to the families and also their communities.  

Even as some modern principles and practices have 
been introduced in the current Chinese culture, some 
traditional values have persisted (Kim and Strudler, 
2012). Asian cultures are still based on modesty and 
humility and displaying individualism does not have a 
place in such culture (Kim and Strudler, 2012). In 
viewing the humility and modesty aspect of the Chinese 
culture, their ability to take compliments is notable. They 
are overenthusiastic about issuing compliments (He, 
2011). In receiving compliments however, the Chinese 
are more likely to simply say ‘thank you. 

Part of the Confucianism teachings is based on the 
emphasis on the immediate and extended family. This is 
still very much in line with filial piety (Fangchuan, 
2010). At some point, it was originally associated with 
devotion to parents; however, it soon extended to 
ancestor worship. The focus on family further supported 
the importance of displaying proper behaviour. In other 
words, an individual’s success and his shame would be 
attributed not just to the individual, but also the entire 
family (He, 2011). Since Confucianism emphasizes 
group identity, Chinese families are usually very much 
involved with the lives of other members of the family. 
With this family first approach, the Chinese mostly 
assess society based on outsiders and insiders 
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(Fangchuan, 2010). This is based on the concept of 
guanxi or connections where other people are evaluated 
based on the connections which can be established with 
them (Yeung, 2008).  

Confucianism also emphasizes the importance of 
education and scholarship. Chinese and Asian students 
often work long and hard hours for their education 
(Fangchuan, 2010). Confucianism has placed a premium 
on scholarship and this element of Confucianism is still 
very much apparent in China, including other countries 
like South Korea, Taiwan and Japan. Confucianism has 
led to the Imperial Examination system and it is a system 
which has been the basis of modern civil service (Elman, 
2000). Although the exam system has long been refined 
by other dynasties, it has been set as the main method for 
individuals gaining status and success in their career. 

Confucius has long sought to install a system in 
China which is not based on aristocratic succession but 
meritocracy (Yang, 2012; Chunxia, 2010; Elman, 2000). 
Various exams imposed were very much challenging 
with much focus made on memorization of Confucius 
codes and classical literature. However, where the 
students were able to study and apply themselves well, 
they were able to secure positions as government 
officials, much to the pride of their families (Elman, 
2000). Although such meritocracy system has been a 
commendable system in China, its application has 
sometimes been overshadowed with the guanxi practice. 
This practice allowed the rich and powerful members of 
society who had the right connections to get into good 
universities even if their grades did not qualify them in 
these schools (Yeung, 2008).  

At different points of China’s history, the 
Confucianism principles and teachings were dropped 
and discarded. In some ways, the ideas of 
Confucianism were ahead of its time. However, where 
opportunities for interaction with other countries soon 
emerged, the backward ideals of China were soon 
exposed (Cheng, 2011). In some ways, Confucianism 
was blamed for these so-called backward ideals. 
However, in the current context, Confucianism has 
gained significant favour. The focus of Confucianism 
on social relations seems to fit well in China’s goals for 
social stability (Ackerman et al., 2009). A renewed 
interest in Confucian teachings also emerged, especially 
as these teachings were seen as a means of negating the 
entry of Western culture. Hu Jintao even supported the 
return to Confucian moral ethics as a means of fighting 
corruption (Elman, 2000). More classes in Confucianism 
were also offered. Thus, we propose. 

Proposition 1 

 Confucianism is positively related to Chinese 
cultural contexts. More specifically, Confucianism is 
embedded into the Chinese culture. 

2.2. Character Education 

Character refers to the general ideals which are 
affected by the principles from philosophy, psychology, 
including sociology as well as other competing elements. 
Character is often utilized to how good an individual 
may be (Ambrose et al., 2010). The supporters of 
character education do not agree with what is actually 
good. There is also no scientific measurement of 
standard for it. The most common applications of 
character education, especially in the US are founded on 
school counsellors. There is however, an increased 
inclination to invite other professionals in its applications 
(Doan et al., 1991). Based on the program, the 
implementation process may be secured by the teachers in 
schools or by other adults, including other faculty members, 
principals, or bus drivers and even cafeteria workers.  

Character education also refers to the specific effort 
to establish values which would be beneficial for the 
individual and for society in general (Yu, 2004; Ip, 
2009). The virtues and values which would be learned by 
the citizens would likely include the values of respect, 
honesty, empathy and self-discipline. It would also refer 
to the incorporation of these values into the education 
curriculum (Yu, 2004). The end goal under these 
conditions would be to develop better values, behaviour 
and academic performance among students. Character 
education is taught to the children based on how such 
child is treated and how others treat other individuals in 
the presence of the child (Doan et al., 1991). Schools are 
expected to secure good character for their students and 
it is being managed as a significant priority for the 
different stakeholders in the school. It is important for 
schools to manifest positive character under these 
conditions and also to practice what they are preaching 
(McElmeel, 2002). Opportunities for children to display 
and manifest good character must also be part of their 
learning. Reflecting on moral issues within the 
curriculum is also a crucial element of character 
education (McElmeel, 2002). Aside from teachers, 
parents are significant personalities in promoting and 
protecting character education among students.  

2.3. Confucianism and Character Education in 
Chinese Society 

Eastern and Chinese philosophy and belief systems 
consider the inherent qualities of man as quiet and calm; 
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and when the outside world intrudes, more desires 
emerge. As desires and wants are not adequately 
managed with one’s consciousness being affected by the 
material world, there is often a loss of self and the true 
qualities of nature soon emerge (MacEnroe, 2001). 
Based on these conditions, rebellion, cunning and 
disobedience often comes about. This is a chaotic setup. 
As was already mentioned, Confucianism seeks to 
highlight tradition and study. It is a system which does 
not support those who value natural understanding or 
intuition (MacEnroe, 2001). Confucianism values good 
teachers, those who know about traditions and the 
practices of the ancient societies. The end-result is a 
reliance on the obligations and duties of the members of 
society (MacEnroe, 2001; Ip, 2009). Confucius also 
emphasizes musical training, recognizing them to be 
effective tools in managing the moral qualities of 
individuals and society. 

Character education as highlighted under 
Confucianism emphasizes on the theory of value, with 
considerations on the knowledge and skills which must 
be learned, as well as the goals of the educational 
process (MacEnroe, 2001; Onsman, 2012). 
Confucianism has always sought to secure a reformed 
government, wanting to install leaders who can take on 
decisive roles. The theory of knowledge was also 
emphasized by Confucianism in relation to character 
education. This theory considers knowledge and its 
difference from belief (MacEnroe, 2001). In order to 
understand the ways of the world, it is important for 
people to observe. In observing, one must also process 
one’s observations. In other words, beliefs would be 
premature if they are not adequately supported by other 
processes. Mistakes are often based on ill-timed knowledge 
founded on inadequate observations and insufficient 
processes (MacEnroe, 2001; Ip, 2011). Confucianism 
believes that lies are often founded on full knowledge and a 
strong misrepresentation of such information. 

Morality and character is one of the most important 
tenets of education within the Confucianism context. 
Character education is based on the goals of creating 
individuals who are able to act with grace, speak 
correctly and manifest integrity in all their activities 
(White and Warfa, 2011; Cheung and Lee, 2010). There 
is a dislike for sycophantic individuals, especially men 
who are into clever talk and are often pretentious in their 
desire to secure an audience (Cheng and Low, 2010). 
Confucius, at some point, found himself exposed to a 
society where values were skewed towards what he 
perceived to be undesirable ends. He noted how the 
actions of men no longer matched the various labels 

which were attached to them (Cheng and Low, 2010). He 
also noted how the rulers did not actually rule and the 
subjects did not actually serve; in other words, the titles 
and assigned roles did not actually mean anything. Moral 
education has always been significant to Confucius as he 
considers this as a tool by which negative elements can 
be resolved and the values can be restored to the 
members of society (Starr, 2012).  

Confucianism declares that teachers must not simply 
repeat lessons to their students, or ask their students the 
same questions with sustained monotony (Starr, 2012). 
This can be frustrating for students and ultimately would 
likely bore them. In the end, these students would not 
know the significance of learning and the benefits that 
their learning can bring for them. They may miss also the 
essential elements of education, sometimes discounting 
its importance and being unmotivated to pursue its ends 
(Cheng and Low, 2010). Teachers may also ignore the 
natural tendencies and interests of students and therefore, 
ignore what potential talents they have. As a result, these 
students may end up concealing their readings and 
sometimes disliking their teachers.  

Character education in Chinese society involves 
much reflection. Reflection includes deep thinking and 
consideration of learning. Teachers must therefore reflect 
on what they have learned and what they would them 
teach. Going over what one has learned and securing a 
new understanding of such learning makes one worthy of 
being a teacher (Lin, 1994). Information can sometimes 
be forgotten where there is no timely revision; moreover, 
experience would indicate that by reflecting and 
rethinking events, one would learn from these 
experiences better (Lin, 1994; MacEnroe, 2001; 
Onsman, 2012). If the experience and rethinking is not 
taken any further, an individual would likely find himself in 
the same situation in the future, without any improvements 
on performance, facing similar failures on the incident. 

Character education in Chinese society also 
emphasizes the importance of the teacher being aware of 
the common issues in the learning process (Cheng and 
Low, 2010). Some students may want to learn a lot and 
take on too many subjects; while others may seek only 
limited learning at a slower pace than others. Good 
teachers are those who seek to encourage the best out of 
their students, often understanding what would be good 
or not good for their students (Banerjee et al., 2012; 
Chingos and Peterson, 2011). These teachers also seek to 
manage the issues and difficulties encountered by their 
students. Some students may take longer learning and 
may have a different understanding or conceptualization 
of character education (Chingos and Peterson, 2011; 
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DeWitte and Rogge, 2011). The learning process must 
also be based on the needs of the students. Confucianism 
declares that for students who understand their lessons 
well, the favourable results may be doubled. But for slow 
learners, the teaching of the values may sometimes take 
longer (Cheng and Low, 2010).     

Teachers must therefore pitch his teaching to the 
students, based on their needs. In the end, students also 
learn from each other. In order to gain a stronger grasp of 
character education and values, it is important for 
students and also teachers to learn from each other 
(White and  Warfa, 2011; Zhou, 2005). Learning from 
others means listening well to what others have to say 
(Brower, 2011; Zhou, 2005).   

Character education is also based on one’s learning 
while one is still young. Values and character must be 
transmitted the soonest possible time, with the end goal 
of avoiding bad habits from developing (Zhou, 2005). 
Bad habits therefore need to be prevented and stopped 
from developing any further at the soonest possible time. 
As bad habits become more entrenched in a person’s life, 
it would become even more difficult to discard these 
practices (Cheng and Low, 2010). Moreover, similar bad 
habits would likely be formed if no attempts to eliminate 
them are taken by the teacher and by parental authorities. 

Learning from negative examples and experiences is 
part of the process of character education within the 
context of Confucianism (Low, 2008; Yeh and Xu, 
2010). Confucianism declares that it is the function of 
teachers to provide both positive and negative values and 
to understand how these values can both affect the 
individual. In understanding the negative and positive 
aspects of individuals, there is also a need to understand 
the motivations in learning (Low, 2008). Teachers need 
to understand the motivations of their students and as 
soon as that aspect is understood, the necessary adjustments 
in learning and character education can be made.  

The role of the teachers, including parents is to teach 
humanistic values to the students and to the children. As 
was mentioned, ren is part of the principles of 
Confucianism and it is a concept anchored on humanity 
(Ting and Scisco, 2006). Confucianism advocates the 
importance of ren-loving other people. Under these 
conditions, one must have compassion. Love cannot be 
expressed or given to one’s family alone, but it must also 
be expressed to the mass. Confucianism does not specify 
the people one is supposed to love (Cheng and Low, 
2010). In the same tradition as Christianity and 
Buddhism, love is expected therefore to extend to all 
people, including one’s enemy. The values of kindness 
and humaneness are values which have to be taught; 

furthermore, self-cultivation is important in providing 
overall learning and growth (Lin, 1994).    

Confucianism also declares that in order to produce 
favourable results, teachers must also love their pupils 
(Yang, 1993). These teachers need to know their students 
and understand their specific qualities, as well as 
consider the ways by which access to knowledge can be 
secured. The transmission of values comes from the 
teacher’s and the parent’s heart and passion (Cheng and 
Low, 2010). Confucianism also supports the importance 
of teachers finding joy in their students and in their 
teaching. Loving students in other words is also 
equivalent to being committed in their student’s 
development (Low, 2010). As the teacher transmits love, 
he would also be more patient and caring towards the 
student. In turn, the student would likely learn to 
embrace his learning.  

In upholding character and integrity to a premium, 
teachers also need to consider the moral development of 
their students. This would involve the process of 
teaching students about life and good living. Most people 
should therefore uphold virtue and as virtue is 
prioritized, good conscience is also enjoyed (Low, 2008). 
Moral education, as pointed out by Confucius, is 
important because it is the means by which a person can 
manage negative and unfavourable actions and 
behaviours, highlighting values and character as 
significant aspects of learning.  

Confucianism is based on the traditional values and 
practices of Confucius. His teachings and values are 
based on ethics and statecraft which created for China a 
society dominated by the elite (Starr, 2012). The elite 
under these conditions are taken from the merit-based 
examination system established under the Confucianism 
principles. Education has been considered the means by 
which social status and material success can be gained. 
Education has also long promoted morality and the 
relevance of hierarchy. The place of education ranks 
high in the culture secured by Confucian values 
(Chandler and Richardson, 2008). This is supported by 
the extent of parental interests attributed to children, 
mostly in pressuring these children to succeed in their 
studies. Their education is even considered a major and 
priority expense in the financial expense of the family. 
The learning process is therefore as important as the 
information transmitted to the learners (Boneau, 2012). 
In character learning, the role of the family and authority 
figures is rated high in the list of priorities.  

Confucianism supports the relevance of education 
and cultivation of the individual and humanity is 
something which needs to be instructed and transmitted 
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to the members of society. Gaining humanity is a major 
achievement for most people and with the application of 
personal refinement and self-articulation, it possible to 
promote propriety (Yeh and Xu, 2010; Lin, 1994). 
Propriety is based on social roles which protect the rites 
of life and death. These elemental structures are based on 
the behaviour of society which is also supported by the 
quality person. Such person is shaped through character 
education, mostly on encouraging proper conduct and 
ensuring more selfless behaviour (Lin, 1994). The 
premise in character education is that one’s social self is 
a major obstacle to self-realization. 

Excellence or virtue which is gained by the members 
of the community can also empower the society to be 
models of propriety for the generations which would 
follow them (Starr, 2012). The power of the community 
is self-regulating and is founded on the efficacy of 
authoritative leaders, not so much on the application of 
external elements like laws and punishment (Starr, 
2012). It is important to note that the relevance of strong 
models of propriety in Confucian society clashes with 
the emphasis made on the ethical elements which are 
often seen among rationalized communities. In China 
and some other Confucian societies, there are various 
individuals like Confucius himself and Kings Yao and 
Shun who are considered self-realized individuals (Starr, 
2012). They are models of emulation. Character 
education often features their behaviour and actions as 
models and standards of behaviour. Propriety is 
paramount to the character education in Chinese society. 
Propriety usually supports proper conduct in one’s 
relations with family and with society. It also eventually 
supports the traditional and appropriate norms which can 
be made one’s own (Cheng and Low, 2010). The concept 
of rightness within Confucian society as it is applicable 
to a social context also includes the concepts of 
harmony. Proper actions are appropriate and are fitting 
as far as they also fit in with other similar actions.  

The concept of right action and behaviour has a lot in 
common with the individual’s right choice, choices 
which usually colour and impact on their personal 
growth (Lin, 1994). Failing to engage in character 
education within the Confucian society is often based on 
the entry of Western practices. Confucian values have 
often been viewed by Western societies as archaic and 
they believe that it is more than a hindrance to their 
societal development. Character education within 
Confucian society has been protected by the ancient 
rituals and perception its people, including the deeply 
entrenched values of filial piety, compassion and 
humaneness (Starr, 2012). Thus, we propose. 

Proposition 2 

Confucianism is positively related to character 
education in Chinese society. More specifically, 
character education is essential in Chinese society and 
Confucianism has established values and appropriate 
behaviour expected from the members of society.  

3. CONCLUSION 

Confucianism is founded on the teachings of 
Confucius, a philosopher who has long advocated and 
specified the elements of humaneness as well as other 
proper behaviour as crucial values in society. Education 
has also been considered as a tool by which the teachings 
of Confucius have been promoted. Character education 
has provided the means by which the values and 
teachings of Confucius has been transmitted to the 
people. Within Chinese society, the teachings and 
expectations of filial piety have long been deeply-
entrenched. Character education based on Confucian 
principles is based on the teachings of parents and of 
teachers. The transition of these values from one 
generation to the next is founded on the older 
generations which are considered role models who are 
expected to teach the younger generations the specific 
and appropriate values of Confucianism.  
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