
 

 

3 Chinese Philosophies   ***CLASS SET*** 

 
 

Confucianism: Confucianism is a system of beliefs based on the teachings of Kong 

Fu Zi (first called Confucius by Europeans), who lived in China from 551 to 479 B.C. 

Confucius developed a practical philosophy for life and government – which focused 

on proper conduct, filial piety (respect for elders), education, and government service 

– that he felt would create a peaceful, stable society. Confucius based his ideas on 

ancient Chinese traditions of respect and hard work.   

 The code of behavior he taught revolved around 5 relationships: 1. ruler and 

subject, 2. parent and child, 3. husband and wife, 4. older sibling and younger sibling, 

5. older friend and younger friend. All human relationships involved a set of defined 

roles and mutual obligations; each participant should understand and conform to 

his/her proper role. Confucius believed these relationships would be harmonious if the 

people involved were loyal, courteous, honest, faithful and obedient to those in 

authority. Confucianism taught, for example, that harmony in the family would result 

from a child showing absolute respect to the parent’s authority. Confucius also 

believed that if the ruler lived according to strong virtues, then the ruler’s subjects 

would follow his or her example and a harmonious, stable society would be possible.   

 The nature of man, according to Confucius, is fundamentally good or inclined 

towards goodness.  Perfection of goodness can be found in sages and saints. Every 

man should attempt to reach the ideal by leading a virtuous life, by possessing a very 

noble character, and by doing his duty unselfishly with sincerity and truthfulness.  

 

 

Daoism: Daoism is a religion based on the teachings of Lao Tzu, 

believed to be the first Daoist philosopher, who lived from 606 to 530 

B.C. Lao Tzu taught that the goal of life was to achieve oneness with 

the Dao, or “The Way” - a universal force connected to nature that 

cannot be defined, only experienced and felt. Daoism teaches that 

humans should see themselves as part of nature and should understand 

change as part of everything. Daoism stresses that the best way for 

humans to find peace is by living simply, in harmony with nature. To 

discover how nature acts, taught Lao Tzu, sit by a river, feel a breeze, 

and observe a drifting cloud. Notice that nothing in nature strives for 

fame, power, or knowledge. The river, the breeze, and the stream move 

without effort because they follow the Dao, the way of nature that can be achieved by contemplating (thinking 

about) nature and leading a balanced life in tune with nature, not by following societal rules and laws. Daoism 

teaches that harmony comes from balancing the opposite forces of nature, called yin and yang.  Yin’s attributes 

include female, earth, dark, and cold; yang includes male, sky, light and heat. 

 Daoists follow the art of "wu wei," which is to let nature take 

its course. For example, one should allow a river to flow towards the 

sea unimpeded; do not erect a dam which would interfere with its 

natural flow. This does not mean, "sit on your butt and wait for 

everything to fall into your lap."  

 What it really means is a practice of minimal action, 

particularly violent action. It is the practice of going against the 

stream not by struggling against it and thrashing about, but by 

standing still and letting the stream do all the work.  

 Daoists believe that "people are compassionate by nature...left to their own devices [they] will show this 

compassion without expecting a reward.”  So the proper role of government is to interfere as little with people as 

possible.  



 

 Legalism:  Though they are largely considered the great Satans of Chinese history, the group of philosophers 

and administrators known as the Legalists represent a first in Chinese government: the application of a 

philosophical system to government.  

The basic starting point for the early Confucianists was that human beings were 

fundamentally good; every human was born with “te”, or moral virtue. Hsün Tzu 

(298-238 B.C.), believed exactly the opposite, that all human beings were born 

fundamentally depraved, selfish, greedy, and lustful. However, this was not an 

entirely dark and pessimistic view of humanity, for Hsün Tzu believed that 

humans could be made good through acculturation and education (which is the 

basic view of society in Europe and America from the eighteenth to the twentieth 

centuries: humans are fundamentally base and vulgar but can be taught to be good 

and refined). His pupil, Han Fei Tzu, began from the same starting point, but 

determined that humans are made good by state laws. The only way to check 

human selfishness and depravity was to establish laws that bountifully rewarded 

actions that benefit others and the state and ruthlessly punish all actions that 

harmed others or the state. For Confucius, power was something to be wielded for 

the benefit of the people, but for Han Fei, the benefit of the people lay in the 

ruthless control of individual selfishness. Since even the emperor cannot be counted on to behave in the interests 

of the people, that is, since even the emperor can be selfish, it is necessary that the laws be supreme over even 

the emperor. Ideally, if the laws are written well enough and enforced aggressively, there is no need of individual 

leadership, for the laws alone are sufficient to govern a state.  
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