
Cultural Beliefs and Practices: Role of Confucianism

Confucianism, the teachings of Confucius during 500 BC, has played an important role in forming Chinese character, behavior and way of living. (Eliot 2001; Guo 1995) Its primary purpose is to achieve harmony, the most important social value.
Confucianism strongly emphsizes:

· Mercy

· Social order

· Fulfillment of Responsibilities

This is achieved by everyone having well defined roles and acting towards others in a proper way.

Central Ethical Principal

“Ren” is the central ethical principle, and is equivalent to the concepts love, mercy, and humanity. It is best explicated by Confucius in the following statement: “Do not do to others what you do not want done to yourself.” This ethical principle is further strengthened by the Buddhist tradition that merit is accumulated by doing merciful acts, which leads to a better next life through reincarnation.

Five Cardinal Relations

There are five cardinal relations (“wu lun”):

1. Sovereign-Subject

2. Father-Son

3. Elder-Younger Brother

4. Husband-Wife

5. Friend-Friend

The family is the center and comes before the individual. The father is the undisputed head of the family. With regard to filial piety (“xiao”), sons, especially the oldest son, have specific obligations toward the family and are expected to respect and care for parents (McLaughlin & Braun, 1998). In pre-modern China, the act of suicide was not necessarily deviant behavior if it was associated with duty or loyalty to the family.

The Proper Way

“Li”, the “proper way” or “propriety”, includes a set of rules for interaction with others and the role system. Control of emotions, restraint, obedience to authority, conforming and “face” are highly valued and important.
(Lassiter, 1995; Tseng & Wu, 1985)

Neo-Confucianism 
http://history.cultural-china.com/en/47H6319H12138.html 
Neo-Confucianism is a form of Confucianism that was developed during the Song Dynasty. It was a philosophy that attempted to merge certain basic elements of Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist thought. Most important of early Neo-Confucianists was the Chinese thinker Zhu Xi (1130-1200).

Origins
Confucians of the Song Dynasty (960-1279) studied the classical works of their faith, but were also familiar with Buddhist and Taoist teachings. Buddhist thought offered to them many things that they considered worthy of admiration, including ideas such as the nature of the soul and the relation of the individual to the cosmos, ideas not yet fully explored by Confucianism. Song Confucians drew greatly from Buddhist thought as well as their own traditions, thus giving rise to the English-language name of "Neo-Confucianism".
There were many competing views within the Neo-Confucian community, but overall, a system emerged that resembled both Buddhist and Taoist (Daoist) thought of the time and some of the ideas expressed in the Book of Changes (I Ching) as well as other yin yang theories associated with the Taiji symbol (Taijitu). A well known Neo-Confucian motif is paintings of Confucius, Buddha, and Lao Tzu all drinking out of the same vinegar jar, paintings associated with the slogan "The three teachings are one!"

In China Neo-Confucianism was an officially-recognized belief system from its development during the Song dynasty until the early twentieth century, and lands in the sphere of Song China (Korea, Vietnam, and Japan) were all deeply influenced by Neo-Confucianism for more than half a millennium. 
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Scholar-Officials 


The Song dynasty improved the system by which people went to work for the government. These workers formed a large bureaucracy, or a body of unelected government officials. They joined the bureaucracy by passing civil service examinations. Civil service means service as a government official. 


To become a civil servant, a person had to pass a series of written examinations. The examinations tested student’s grasp of Confucianism and related ideas. In this way the government supported neo-Confucius beliefs within the empire. 


Because the tests were so difficult, student spent years preparing for them. Cheating was sometimes attempted and was punished by death. Students were isolated while they took the tests. Some of the exams took up to 72 hours to complete. Sometimes, test takers were locked in individual testing rooms until they finished the tests.  Only a small fraction of people who took the tests would reach the top level and be appointed to a position in the government. However, candidates of the civil service examination had a strong incentive, or reason, for studying hard. Passing the test means that you would spend life as a scholar-official. These were educated members of the government who held special positions of power. 


Scholar-officials were elite members of society. They performed many important jobs and were widely admired for their knowledge and ethics. They got considerable respected and were given reduced punishments for breaking the law. Some became wealthy from the gifts they received from people they helped. 


The civil service examination ensured hat talented, intelligent people, including members from the lower classes, could hope to become scholar-officials. However, wealthy people who could afford books, tutors, and time to study were more likely to pass the exam. 
Cranes and Peacocks: Rank Badges for Civil Officials

Scholar-officials held the most prestigious positions in the Chinese imperial bureaucracy. In the Tang dynasty (618–907) candidates for office were tested on their literary knowledge. It was the Qing dynasty (1644–1911), however, that refined the multi-tiered examination system; until their abolition in 1905, passing these examinations was the most certain path to social and material advancement for the successful candidate and his family.

Candidates aspired to posts on the emperor’s advisory council (for first-rank officials) or to a provincial post. With further study a scholar-official might gain promotion to the higher ranks—some ranks could also be purchased. There were nine civil ranks, each represented by a bird. Birds were selected because they featured frequently in literary works and literati paintings.

It could take years to obtain an appointment and once achieved, there were rules of appropriate behavior for civil officials. For example, they were not permitted to walk, but were required to travel in a sedan chair with the number of attendants and outriders appropriate to their rank—these could number more than fifty men. For mandarins above the fourth rank, all street traffic had to stop when they passed, gongs were beaten, and cannon fired when they entered or left a building.


From a very early age boys were prepared for success in the examinations. Theoretically open to almost all males in China, the first test of learning was conducted by the local magistrate when a boy was eighteen. If the candidate was successful, he was eligible to take the first-degree examination, held annually in the prefectural capital.

 
Passing at this level was roughly equal to earning a Bachelor of Arts degree today and gave the student government support (shengyuan) as well as entry to the gentry. Second-degree examinations were given every three years in the provincial capital. Of the ten thousand to twelve thousand entrants, fewer than three hundred passed to become juren (“prominent men”). This was approximately equivalent to our Master of Arts degree.

In the spring of the following year, the candidate was eligible to take the third degree examination, equal to a Doctor of Philosophy, held in Beijing. Only about twenty percent of the candidates passed. For those who successfully reached the third-degree level, the final examination took place in the palace. If the candidate passed the palace examination, a high position in the government was assured, while those who only passed the lower examinations had to wait for an official appointment, usually in the provinces.
	Rank
	Emblem
	Symbolic Meaning

	1st
	Manchurian Crane
	Longevity, wisdom

	2nd
	Golden pheasant
	Courage

	3rd
	Peacock
	Beauty and dignity

	4th
	Wild Goose
	Loyalty

	5th
	Silver Pheasant
	Beauty, good fortune

	6th
	Lesser Egret
	Happiness

	7th
	Mandarin Duck
	Loyalty

	8th
	Quail
	Courage

	9th
	Paradise Flycatcher
	Longevity, good fortune
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