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Understanding Confucianism

Essential Question(siEnduring Understanding
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Who was Confucius?

What are the principles of Confucianism?

What were the five basic Confucieglationships?

What effect did Confucianism have on Chinese culture,
specifically family Roles?

What role does Confucianism play in Chinese culture toda

Learning objectives/godBsms

Confucianism has had a profound influence on Chinese cultu
for over 2,000 years. In the following activities students will
become familiar with the life of Confucius and the context of
China during his lifetime. They witxplore the various
principles of Confucianism and connect ways in which these
principles applya their own lives. Through group discussions, role playing and interpreting stories
and excerpts frorfthe Analectsstudents will becomfamiliar with Confucian values, gain a sense of

how they were taught, and see how daily life in China was influencddebg values.

Students will

finish this unit by applying Confucian morals in their own writing, critiquing Confucianism and

discussing the role Confucianism might play ifi'21
century China.

Rationale

Eyes are on China as it is transitioning from a
Communist government to a market economy and as i
rapidly becoming a major world power. Confucianism
was the official philosophy of China for millennia and

Subject Aea: Social Studies
Grade Level: Grades-46

Time Required: Four activities, each
activity requires 45 minutes sessiong
(role-playing activities may take
longer depending on class size).

has therefore had a profound influence on Chinese cul
as well as parts of East Asia. Confichecame an object
of worship and temples were built all over China to hor
him. Confucianphilosophy continues to influence
Chinabs culture today. O
means to be Chinese without understanding
Confucianism.

Introduction
Life and Times of Confucius

Confucius (his actual name was Kong Qiu, or Kong Fuzi,
meaning Grand Master Kong) is remembered as a sage a

Standards:

National History Standards

9 Era 3 Classical Traditions, Major
Religions, and Giant Empires,
1000 BCE300 CE

o Standard 3 How major
religions and largscale
empires arose in the
Mediterranean basin,
China, and India, 500
BCE-300 CE

o Standard 5

scholar. He lived from 5511479 BCE, and was born in thd Major global

small village of Qufu in t trends from 1000 BE-300 | i s
Shandong Province) during the Zhou Dynasty. In his CE

lifetime he witnessed incessant fighting between feudal kings

as they attempted to expand t hwvw.China3g0onlisetogt eds t er
website). He witnessed the disintegration of imperial rule and human morality. Concerned with the state

and

w h


http://www.china360online.org/

of the world, Confucius devoted himself full time to scholarship and spent years traveling and teaching

what he believed was the key to social harndohpw to govern in the right way and how to live a
virtuous | ife. He became a mast edmusd caltighaghy,i Si x Art
mathematics, archery, charioteering, and the performance of ritual ceremonies. Confucius taught many
studetts yet died feeling he was a failure and had made little impact on the world.

To the contrary, Confucianism went on to have a tremendous impact on Chinese culture. After Confucius
died, his followers (Mencius and Xunzi were two influential followers) iooietd to teach his philosophy

and recorded his words in a book calldee AnalectsDuring the Han Dyansty (206 BOQE220 CE),
Confucianism was adopted as the governmentos stat
official education. To becomegovernment official it was necessary to pass a difficult civil service

examination based on the ideas of Confucian classic texts, and subsequently Confucian scholars had a
profound influence on Chinads | eaderolesingovernneemt t hat
(with some historical interruptions such as the Socialist period). The influence of Confucian tradition

can be traced throughout Chinese history and can still be seen throughout China today.

Confucian Values

Good Rulers and Govermant

Confucius believed that human nature was inherently good

and people wanted to be virtuous, if only they knew how.

He believed that a good leader was a virtuous one who

ruled by example; this concept is referred tal@é ), the

union of power & virtue. Confucius often referred to the

Three Sages Yao, Shun, and Yu f
past, and the early Zhou rulers as examples of good leaders.
Confucius felt that good would follow good.

Yu the Great, one of the three sages who controllec
the floods.

Roles in the Family and in Siety

Confucius believed that each person had a specific place in society and certain
duties to fulfill within relationships. Upholding these relationships was the
foundation to social order, harmony and peace. He referred to thaods ), or

filial piety. There are five hierarchical relationships in filial piety:

Superior Subordinate
Ruler Subjects
Husband Wife

Parent Child

Elder Brother Younger Brother
Friend Friend

One should always defer to the superior person in the relatiomgtilp,the superior should always act in

the best interest of the subordinate person. One could fulfill several of these roles simultaneously.
However, respecting, honoring, and obeying oneds
obligation tocare for their parents when they became old. Even after death, ancestors were still honored.
Offerings would be made to the spirit of the ancestor. In return, the spirits of the ancestors were

responsible for protecting the family. The eldest man wasyslte absolute master of the house.



SelfCultivation

Confucius believed that all men should strive to be perfect gentlemen, a concept referjedziq es
Ky, or gentleman. One could become a 6éperfect gen

li ()7 includes ritual, proper conduct, etiquette which would promote social harmony and peace
yi ()71 righteousnesand honesty

xin (X ) T honesty andrustworthiness

ren(Y )i benevolencecompassion, humaneness towards others

zhi( )1 understanding of oneself and knowledge of right and wrong

Education

Confucius believed that education was
and critical inshaping moral, just leaders. The importance of education and learning
was referredtoasen(z ) , or O6cul tured©o. The et hi
traditional curriculum. In 124 BCE, the Han Emperor Wudi founded the Imperial
Academy where men studied thize Classics The Book of Documents, The Book
of Songs, The Book of Changes, The Spring and Autumn Aamdiide Book of
Rites. Civil Service Exams were created to ensure that leaders were well educateg
These exams allowed one to rise in rank baseth@ritocracy as opposed to
inheritance. The exams measured proficiency in the Six Arts, which included music,
calligraphy, mathematics, archegharioteeringandthe performance of ritual Charactexiao,6 f i | i al p
ceremonies. Civil Service Exams were administered throughouesthhistory depicts asoncarrving an old man
until they were abolished during the waning years of the Qing Dynasty in 1905 CE.

Anticipatory Set Questions

9 Did you know that in ancient times, striking an elder brother was punishable by two years of hard
labor? This is based on filial gie an important concept in Confucianism which we will be

referring to often during our study of Chinese culture.

Does anyone know what Confucianism is?

How many of you are familiar with the foll owin
treatWedod?f ten refer to this statement as fAThe
named Confucius who lived over 2,000 years ago. Confucius was a scholar who had a huge

impacton Chinese culture. Years after his death, many of his sayings were recohiged by

students in a book calléithe Analectsand this book continues to be studied in China today!

1 Look at a portrait of Confucius (see beginning of this lesson plan or visit
www.china360onlinerg/featuredresourcés see a portrait). What is Confucius wearing in this

portrait? Is he handsome? Based on this picture, can you tell anything about his personality? Does

he look proud or humble? Does he look wise? Why do get this impression?

Confue usd ideas became a i mportant philosophical
Overthenext few cl asses we are going to be I earnin
influence in Chinese culture and history, and its continual influenCainatoday.
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Procedur#edagogical Technique/Instructional Strategy

There are four activitecovered in this curriculum unit that require 45 minute sessionspleolang
activities may take longer depending on how many groups of students there are.pBxetngties will
require additional time.

Activity 1 i Interpreting and ldentifying Confucian Values
Quotes fronThe Analects

Activity 2 7 Applying Confucian Values
Role Playing

Activity 3 7 Teaching Confucian Values through Folktales
Readng and writing folktales

Activity4iT Understanding Confuciusdé Life
Research and creating a timeline

Follow-up Activities:
9 Critiquing Confucianism
1 Examining the role of Confucianism in the 21 Century

*k%

Activity 1 17 Interpreting and Identify ing Confucian Values
Quotes fronThe Analects

Material needed:

Excerpts fromThe Analect¢see Appendix A)
Student Answer Sheet (see Appendix B)
Confucian Values (see Appendix C)

1. Begin by having the following discussion with students: You might bdigamwith many of
Confucius6é ideas, but the |l anguage he used to
example, what do you think the following sayin
themon t han t o n é&gesanyoadtawe art example ofd timévehen this could
apply to your life?

2. Give students excerpts frohne Analect¢see Appendix A) and allow them some time to read
through several quotes.

3. Interpret a few together as a whole group. Then have students work in (sraliogroups to
translate some of the other quotes into their own works. Quotes may be assigned by the teacher or
chosen by students. Interpretation can be written down on the student answer sheet (see Appendix
B).

4. Atfter groups have had time to think abb@ach quote and write down their own interpretations,
come together to share their interpretations.

5. Ask students to infer what these quotes teach us about the traits valu@dnfueiansociety.

Record student sd i dechakboadnor@mailtbeardge sheet of pap

6. Discuss Confucian values (see Appendix C) with students.

7. Finish by comparing these values with the ideas students inferred.

Homework or followup activity:

Students will relate filial piety to their own lives by writing about thesdhey fulfill. Remind them to
think about all the simultaneous roles they may fulfill at once, such as elder sibling, younger sibling, and

4



friend. Ask students to consider whether or not they would be considered good filial sons or daughters.
Do they eve question or argue with their parents or older siblings? Have them identify a passage from
The Analectshat help them understand their familial role and write a page about how this passage applies
to them.

*%k%

Activity 2 i Applying Confucian Values
Role Playing

Material needed:
Excerpts fromThe Analect¢see Appendix A)

1. Students are assigned (or choose, draw from a hat, etc.) a quofeneohmalects.

2. Students work in small groups to create a skit which models a Confucian value in a thattext
applies to their own lives. Allow students sufficient time to practice their skit. Emphasize
collaboration and remind students that compromising skills may be necessary to successfully
create their skit. [ Not e tive lresolutiorsbly adtegingtoshé s ki t ¢
Confucian value in their quote, or a negative result by not adhering to the Confucian value.]

3. After each skit, students in the audience should try to identify the proper quote that each skit is
modeling.

*kk

Activity 37 Teaching Confucian Values through Folktales
Reading and writing folktales

Material needed:
Confucian Values (see Appendix C)
Two Short Stories (see Appendix D)

1. Review Confucian values (see Appendix C).

2. Tell students they will be reading shorréts(see Appendix D)hat teach about certain
Confucian values. Tell students to be on the lookout for examples of these values in the main
characters and be prepared to identify the lesson that can be learned as well as examples of filial
relationships. This is a good time to make connections with students that this is how Confucius
taught his won studerdsthroughstories. Folktales servex$ a way tdeach people who could
not readvhich was most of the palation in ancient China. [Modification: stofes may be read
independently, within small groups, or as a whole class.]

3. Discuss the values students identified in the stories. Ask students to provide examples from the
story to support their answers. [Modification: students may share their ideasoonatije them
down before having a group discussion.]

Homework or followup activity:

Students write their own fables based on quotes TrbenAnalectsThis is a good opportunity to discuss
elements of literature with students including charactersngeind plot. Students may incorporate
dialog and literary devices such as similes, metaphors, personification, and onomatopoeia.



Activity4i Under st anding Confuciusd Life
Research and creating a timeline

Material needed:

Vi sit Chi exhibitiorraated web tesodrces fGonfuciusi His Life and Legacy in Art
(www.china360online.org/featuredresources

TimeLiner software (available attp://www.tomsnyder.com/timelinerye/

Timeline graphic organizer (see Appendix E)

1. Studentwwill read through the exhibitien e | at ed web resources for Chi
exhibition, Confucius His Life and Legacy in Aifavaileble at
www.china360online.org/featuredresouncesThey should take notes on a graphic organizer
(see Appendix E) Students should include details such as important dates, including his birth
his early career in government, his years of teaching, significant moments in his life, and his
death. [Note: this is important for making connections with the fact that alti@ufiaciushad a
profound influence on China, in his own lifetime he actuakperienced little success and died
feeling like a failure.]

2. Students will use their graphic organitsee Appendix E) to create a digital timeline using the
software program TimeLiner. Their timelines should incorporate written as well as visual
materals they obtain through their research.

3. Students will present their timelines to their classmates. [Modification: students can create
timelines with other computer programs such as Word, or use pictures and poster board to create
a timeline. Students camork individually or in partnerships.]
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Discussion Points/Group Interaction

1 Students will critique Confucianism and brainstorm its strengths and weaknesses. What are the

pros to a Confucian way of life? What are its shortfalls?
U Possible ideas

o Eldest mé& absolute ruler of househdldvhat about females?

0 Younger siblings subservient to older siblings

o Birth of a boy is a special occasion since family lineage can only continue
through having a male, so females were viewed as more of a drain; still today
with the one child policy, in some places of China if your first child is female
you may have another child in hopes of having a male child

0 Meritocracy versus noble birth and inheritance

o Does good follow from good? Is human nature inherently good? What if
sameone is bad?

o Does Confucianism provide a way to deal with conflict?

o Communists opposed its principles until the 1980s because it purported
encouraged people to look to the past instead of to the future; does Confucianism
allow for advancement?

f  What rolemight Confucianism have in the 2Century as it continues to modernize? Have
students view clips of thepening of the Beijing Olympics in 2008 (available on YouTube at
http://www.youtube.com/wah?v=8ItRrO6P1WH}i do they see any Confucian principles
evident in the display?

Assessment

Have students make a portfolio culminating from the four activities and write an introduction to what they
learned about Confucius the man, his life, his idand his influence on later society. Have the students
incorporated principles of Confucianism covered in the four activities? Have they effectively used

guotes fronThe Analectas a primary source? Have they accurately identified important dates and
events in Confuciusé |ifetime and is that reflect

Closure

Discuss with students their opinions about the va
they feel there is anything they have learned from Confucianisrthihafind valuable in their own lives.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ItRrO6P1W4

Excerpts from The Analects Appendix A

“Be not ashamed of mistékes and thus make them crimes.”
“Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”
“Forget injuries, never forget kindnesses.”

“| hear and | forget. | see and | remember. | do and | understand.”

“Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in getting up everv time
we do.”

“Respect yourself and others will respect you.”
“To see what is right and not to do it is lack of courage.”
“When anger rises, think of the consequences.”

“When we see men of a contrary character, we should turn inwards and
examine ourselves.”

“Wheresoever you go, go with all your heart.”
“By nature, men are nearly alike; by practice, they get to be wide apart.”

“I am not one who was born in the possession of knowledge; | am one
who is fond of antiquity, and earnest in seeking it there.”

“The cautious seldom err.”

“The man who in view of gain thinks of righteousness; who in the view
of danger is prepared to give up his life; and who does not forget an old
agreement how-ever far back it extends - such a man may be reckoned a
complete man.”

“The scholar who cherishes the love of comfort is not fit to be deemed a
scholar.”

“The superior man is modest in his speech, but exceeds in his actions.”

. “The superior man is satisfied and composed; the mean man is always
full of distress.”

“The superior man...does not set his mind either for anything, or
against anything; what is right he will follow.”



Appendix A

Things that are done, it is needless to speak about...things that are
past, it is needless to blame.

Virtue is more to man than either water or fire. | have seen men die
from treading on water and fire, but | have never seen a man die from
treading the course of virtue (goodness).

Virtue is not left to stand alone. He who practices it will have neighbors.
What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others.

When you have faults, do not fear to abandon them.

With coarse rice to eat, with water to drink, and my bended arm for a
pillow - I have still joy in the midst of these things. Riches and honors
acquired by unrighteousness are to me as a floating cloud.

Better a diamond with a flaw than a pebble without.

Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it.

He who exercises government by means of his virtue may be compared
to the north polar star, which keeps its place and all the stars turn
towards it. '

If I am walking with two other men, each of them will serve as my
teacher. | will pick out the good points of the one and imitate them, and

the bad points of the other and correct them in myself.

If you look into your own heart, and you find nothing wrong there, what
is there to worry about? What is there to fear?

If you shoot for the stars and hit the moon, it's OK. But you've got to
shoot for something. A lot of people don't even shoot.

It is easy to hate and it is difficult to love. This is how the whole scheme
of things works. All good things are difficult to achieve; and bad things
are very easy to get.

It is more shameful to distrust our friends than to be deceived by them.

No matter how busy you may think you are, you must find time for
reading, or surrender yourself to self-chosen ignorance.

Only the wisest and stupidest of men never change.



Appendix A
Real knowledge is to know the extent of one’s ignorance.

Speak the truth, do not yield to anger; give, if thou art asked for little;
by these three steps thou wilt go near the gods.

Study the past, if you would divine the future.

Success depends upon previous preparation, and without such
preparation there is sure to be failure.

The expectations of life depend upon diligence; the mechanic that
would perfect his work must first sharpen his tools.

The faults of a superior person are like the sun and moon. They have
their faults, and everyone sees them; they change and everyone looks
up to them.

The more man meditates upon good thoughts, the better will be his
world and the world at large.

The will to win, the desire to succeed, the urge to reach your full
potential... these are the keys that will unlock the door to personal
excellence.

To be wronged is nothing unless you continue to remember it.

We should feel sorrow, but not sink under its oppression.

When it is obvious that the goals cannot be reached, don't adjust the
goals, adjust the action steps.

Without feelings of respect, what is there to distinguish men from
beasts?

' You cannot open a book without learning something.
A young man'’s duty is to behave well to his parents at home and to his elders abroad.

; When his father and mother are alive, a good son does not wander far away; or if he
does s0, goes only where he has said he was going.

10



Appendix B

Name Date

We are familiar with many of Confuciusé sayings t
exampl e, hwhso gqsupoe ek si Hei t hout modesty will find it
t hat you should not make promises you canbét keep

Quote 1:

Meaning:

**

Quote 2:

Meaning:

*%*

Quote 3:

Meaning:

11



Appendix C
Confucian Value Sheet

Core Values

If all men were to be humanee( v ), behaved properly according to ritukal ( ) and strived
to be true gentlemefufizi "OK ), harmony ke ¢ ) would prevail.

Good Rulers and Government

Confucius believed that human nawvas inherently good and

people wanted to be virtuous, if only they knew how. He

believed that a good leader was a virtuous one who ruled by

example; this concept is referred todag ), the union of

power & virtue. Confucius often referred to the @drSages Yao,

Shun, and Yu from Chinaés mythica
rulers as examples of good leaders. Confucius felt that good

" would follow good.

)
Yu the Great, one of the three sages who controllec
the floods.

Roles in the Family and in Society

Confucius believed that each person had a specific plaiety and certain
duties to fulfill within relationships. Upholding these relationships was the
foundation to social order, harmony and peace. He referred to thisoded ), or
filial piety. There are five hierarchical relationships in filial piety:

Superior Subordinate

Ruler (acts with benevolence)  Subjectgact with loyalty)

Husbandact with righteousness Wife (act with obedience)

Parent(act with kindness) Child (act with devotion)

Elder Brother(act with care) Younger Brothefact with obedient
respect)

Friend(act with respect) Friend(act with respect)

One should always defer to the superior person in the relationship, while the superior should always act i
the best interest of the subordinate person. One could fulfill several of these roles simultaneously.
However, respecting, honoring, and obeying oneds
obligation to care for their parents when they beeald. Even after death, ancestors were still honored.
Offerings would be made to the spirit of the ancestor. In return, the spirits of the ancestors were

responsible for protecting the family. The eldest man was always the absolute master of the house.

SelfCultivation

Confucius believed that all men should strive to be perfect gentlemen, a concept referjedziq es
Ky, or gentleman. One could become a 6éperfect gen

12



Appendix C

The Five Virtues

li ( )7 includes ritual, proper conduct, etiquette which would promote social harmony and peace
yi ()71 righteousness artibnesty

xin (¥ ) i honesty and trustworthiness

ren(Y )T benevolence, compassion, humaneness towards others

zhi( )T understanding of oneself and knowledge of right and wrong

Education

Confucius believed that education was essential to the formatio f oneds charjcter
and critical in shaping moral, just leaders. The importance of education and learning
was referredtoasen(z ) , or O6cul tured©o. The et hi
traditional curriculum. In 124 BCE, the Han Emperor Wudi founded tipeiial
Academy where men studied the Five Claskithe Book of Documents, The Book
of Songs, The Book of Changes, The Spring and Autumn Aamdiide Book of
Rites. Civil Service Exams were created to ensure that leaders were well educated.
These examallowed one to rise in rank based on meritocracy as opposed to
inheritance. The exams measured proficiency in the Six Arts, which included music,
calligraphy, mathematics, archery, charioteering, and the performance of ritual
ceremonies. Civil Service s were administered throughout Chinese histor cparactexiao,6 f i 1i al p
until they were abolished during the waning years of the Qing Dynasty in 190 depicts asoncarrving an old man
CE.

. Confu

The Five Classics

The Book of Documents

The Book of Song

The Book of Changes

The Spring and Autumn Annals
The Book of Rie

O O O0OO0Oo

The Six Arts

Music

Archery
Charioteering
Arithmetic
Calligraphy
Performing rituals

O O0OO0OO0OO0Oo
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Appendix D
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