GRADIVA REVIEW JOURNAL ISSN NO : 0363-8057

Principles and Ethical Teachings of Confucius: Relevance and
Application in Today's Society

Dalia Ayme Opoko Apendi'”, Jean Baptiste Bernard Pea-Assounga?, Prince Dorian Rivel Bambi®

"School of Finance and Economics, Jiangsu University, Zhenjiang, China
2 School of Finance and Economics, Jiangsu University, China
3 Faculty of Economics, Marien Ngouabi University, Brazzaville, Congo.

*Correspondence authors: Dalia Ayme Opoko Apendi, School of Finance & Economics, Jiangsu University,
Zhenjiang 212013, P.R. China. Tel: +86- 511 88792098.

Funding
This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit
sectors.

Competing interests
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Abstract

This study examines the relevance and application of Confucian ethical principles in contemporary society, focusing
on six core values: Ren (benevolence), Yi (righteousness), Li (propriety), Zhi (wisdom), Xin (trustworthiness), and
Xiao (filial piety). By analyzing these principles within their historical context and exploring their evolution over time,
the paper uses a qualitative approach to assess their practical implications in areas such as personal development,
social relationships, business ethics, education, and governance. The study identifies key areas where Confucian ethics
can address contemporary ethical dilemmas, promote social harmony, and enhance leadership practices, emphasizing
their continued relevance in guiding ethical decision-making in the 21st century. The paper concludes that Confucian
ethics remains highly applicable to modern challenges and recommends integrating these principles into contemporary
governance and educational systems to foster a more compassionate, just, and sustainable society.
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1. Introduction

Confucius (551 to 479 BCE), the influential Chinese philosopher, proposed a set of ethical principles and key teachings
that have had a profound and lasting impact on personal behavior, social governance, and cultural norms for over two
millennia (Chan, 2008; Yao, 2000). His teachings, rooted in the concept of cultivating virtues and promoting
harmonious relationships, are foundational to Confucianism (Waley, 2012). The core components of his philosophy
are six key principles: Ren (benevolence), Yi (righteousness), Li (propriety), Zhi (wisdom), Xin (trustworthiness), and
Xiao (filial piety), which together offer a framework for leading an ethical life (Waley, 2012). In addition to these
principles, Confucius's ethical teachings, including the Golden Rule and the importance of virtue, continue to inspire
individuals and societies to navigate the complexities of modern life (Tan, 2024). This study explores the main aspects
of Confucian philosophy and discusses the relevance and application of these teachings in contemporary society, from
personal development and social harmony to professional ethics and governance.

Despite the enduring influence of Confucian thought, a comprehensive analysis of how these teachings can be
directly applied to the ethical challenges and cultural dynamics of modern society remains under-explored in
contemporary academic discourse. While several studies have focused on individual principles, such as
benevolence or wisdom (Gliick et al., 2020; Karakas & Sarigollu, 2013), limited attention has been given to how
these principles interconnect and function as a holistic framework for contemporary ethical dilemmas across
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various domains such as personal conduct, leadership, governance, and business. Furthermore, the potential of
Confucian ethics in addressing global issues, such as sustainability and conflict resolution, remains an area of
emerging interest but requires further examination.

This paper addresses the gap in existing literature by providing a unified exploration of Confucius's ethical
principles and their contemporary relevance. While scholars have examined specific aspects of Confucian ethics,
there is a lack of comprehensive studies that integrate these principles into a cohesive ethical framework for
addressing modern societal challenges. This research seeks to bridge that gap by not only revisiting the
foundational teachings of Confucius but also analyzing their practical applications in today’s fast-paced,
interconnected world.

The primary objective of this study is to explore the relevance and application of Confucius's ethical teachings
in today's society. Specifically, the paper aims to examine the core principles of Confucius's philosophy,
considering their historical context and evolution, identify how these principles can address contemporary ethical
dilemmas in various sectors such as business, governance, education, and social relationships, and propose
practical recommendations for integrating Confucian ethics into modern systems of leadership, education, and
social governance.

This paper contributes to the existing body of literature by offering a holistic framework that connects the ethical
principles of Confucius with practical applications in the modern world. It provides an in-depth analysis of how
ancient Chinese philosophy can inform and guide current ethical decision-making in personal, professional, and
societal contexts. Moreover, it extends the relevance of Confucian teachings beyond traditional East Asian
contexts, proposing their potential in addressing global challenges such as sustainability and conflict resolution.
Additionally, this study offers a critical reexamination of Confucianism's role in modern education and
governance, emphasizing the importance of virtue-based leadership in fostering ethical decision-making. By
bridging ancient philosophical principles with contemporary issues, this paper offers valuable insights for
scholars, policymakers, and practitioners who seek to integrate Confucian wisdom into modern frameworks of
ethics and governance.

The manuscript is structured as follows: Section 2 outlines the core ethical principles of Confucian philosophy,
including Ren, Yi, Li, Zhi, Xin, and Xiao, with detailed analysis supported by passages from the Analects.
Section 3 explores the practical applications of these principles in modern life, covering personal development,
social relationships, business ethics, education, and governance. Section 4 concludes by summarizing the key
findings and discussing the ongoing relevance of Confucius's teachings for promoting a more harmonious, just,
and sustainable society.

2. Key Principles and Ethical Teachings emphasized in Confucius's philosophy
Confucius emphasized several key principles and ethical teachings in his philosophy, which form the foundation of
Confucianism.

2.1. Key Principles

Confucius's philosophy is based on six (6) key principles: Ren (1) - Benevolence or Humaneness, Yi (X) -
Righteousness or Justice, Li (fL) - Rituals or Propriety, Zhi (%) — Wisdom, Xin ({%) - Sincerity or Trustworthiness
and, Xiao () - Filial Piety.

e Ren (f5) - Benevolence or Humaneness

Ren is the core virtue in Confucianism, representing compassion, empathy, and kindness towards others. The moral
quality enables individuals to care for and respect one another, fostering harmonious relationships. Confucius
emphasized that practicing Ren in daily life promotes social harmony and moral development (Jing, 2024).

In Confucius Analects 12.22: "Zi Gong asked, 'Ts there a single word that can be a guide to action throughout one's
life?' The Master said, "Perhaps it is "reciprocity” (shu). Do not do to others what you do not want them to do to you."
This passage emphasizes the principle of empathy and compassion, which is a key aspect of ren. He also said in
Analects 6.30: "The Master said, 'When you go out, act as though you were receiving an important guest. Employ the
people as though you were assisting at an important sacrifice. Do not impose on others what you do not desire. Then
there will be no resentment against you, either in the family or in the state.' "This passage highlights the importance
of treating others with respect and kindness, which are central to the concept of ren (Waley, 2012).

e Yi(X) - Righteousness or Justice
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Yi emphasizes the importance of doing what is morally right and just. It involves making ethical decisions and
upholding moral principles in all aspects of life. This principle is about integrity, fairness, and upholding justice, even
when it is difficult or when no one is watching(Lam, 2025).

From Confucius Analects 15.17: "The Master said, 'The gentleman understands what is moral as well as the
petty man understands what is profitable". To this end, we can see the importance of acting based on moral
principles rather than personal gain, which is a key aspect of Yi. In Analects 4.12: "The Master said, 'If a man
takes no thought about what is distant, he will find sorrow near at hand." This suggests that one should consider
the long-term consequences of actions, which is part of making ethical decisions (yi) (Waley, 2012).

e Li(#l) - Rituals or Propriety

Li refers to proper conduct and behavior expected in social situations. It includes etiquette, manners, and respect for
traditions and customs. The following “Li” helps maintain order and harmony in society (Ferrero, 2024). Confucius
taught that observing social norms like showing respect to elders and superiors and participating in cultural and
religious rituals helps to maintain order and respect within relationships (Ruhal et al., 2024).

In Confucius Analects 3.3: "The Master said, 'If a man is not humane, what has he to do with propriety? If a
man is not humane, what has he to do with music?'" This passage links the practice of propriety (li) with the
virtue of benevolence (ren), emphasizing that proper conduct is essential for a harmonious society. Analects
10.4: "The Master said, 'In ritual, it is better to be sparing than to be excessive. In mourning, it is better to feel
the grief than to observe the forms.'"" He highlighted the importance of sincerity and moderation in the practice
of rituals, which are part of 1i (Waley, 2012).

o Zhi (%) - Wisdom

Zhi emphasizes the importance of knowledge, learning, and self-improvement. Confucianism encourages individuals
to seek wisdom through education and reflection to better themselves and contribute to society (Ding et al., 2024).
Wisdom is cultivated through continuous learning and reflection, and it enables individuals to make decisions that
benefit both themselves and society.

In Confucius Analects 2.11: "The Master said, 'He who learns but does not think is lost; he who thinks but
does not learn is in danger." Here he emphasizes the importance of both learning and reflection, which are
essential for developing wisdom (Zhi). Analects 9.28: "The Master said, 'l have not seen a person who loves zhi
(wisdom) as he loves beauty." This passage highlights the importance of pursuing wisdom and self-improvement.

e Xin (15) - Sincerity or Trustworthiness

Xin emphasizes the importance of honesty, integrity, and trust in relationships. It encourages individuals to be sincere
in their words and actions and to keep their promises. Confucius believed that without trust and sincerity, social bonds
and harmonious relationships cannot be formed (Peng, 2024).

Confucius Analects 2.13: "The Master said, 'He who acts with a constant view to his own advantage will be
much complained of."" This passage suggests that acting with sincerity and trustworthiness (xin) is important for
maintaining good relationships. Analects 12.7: "Zi Gong asked about government. The Master said, 'Sufficient
food, sufficient weapons, and the common people's trust in their ruler.' Zi Gong said, 'If one had to dispense with
one of these three, which should be given up first?' The Master said, "Weapons.' Zi Gong said, 'If one had to
dispense with one of the remaining two, which should be given up first?' The Master said, 'Food. From of old,
death has been the lot of all men; but a people without trust in its ruler is lost." Here he emphasizes the
importance of trust (xin) in leadership and governance.

e Xiao () - Filial Piety
Xiao stresses respect and care for one’s parents and ancestors. It is a key component of maintaining social order and
fostering family unity. Confucius taught that filial piety is the foundation of moral conduct and social harmony(Siow,

2024). For example, caring for parents in their old age, showing respect and obedience to parents and elders, and
honoring family traditions.

Confucius Analects 2.5: "The Master said, 'Filial piety and brotherly respect are, perhaps, the root of
humaneness (ren)." This highlights the foundational role of filial piety (xiao) in developing benevolence (ren).
Analects 2.6: "The Master said, 'A youth, when at home, should be filial; when abroad, respectful to his elders.
He should be earnest and truthful. He should overflow in love to all, and cultivate the friendship of the good.
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When he has time and opportunity, after the performance of these things, he should employ them in polite
studies."" It emphasizes the importance of filial piety and respect for elders as part of a broader ethical framework.

2.2, Ethical Teachings

e The Golden Rule
Confucius taught the principle of “Do not do to others what you do not want done to yourself.” This is a fundamental
ethical guideline that promotes empathy and mutual respect (Jia, 2024). It encourages individuals to consider the
feelings and perspectives of others before acting, fostering a more compassionate and ethical society.
Confucius Analects 15.24: "Zigong asked, 'Is there a single word that can guide one's entire life?' The Master
said, 'Perhaps it is "reciprocity” (shu). Do not do to others what you do not want them to do to you."" This passage
directly states the Golden Rule, emphasizing the importance of empathy and mutual respect.

o  The Importance of Virtue

Confucius believed that individuals should strive to cultivate virtues such as benevolence, righteousness, propriety,
wisdom, and trustworthiness (Nasyanti, 2024). These virtues are essential for personal growth and social harmony.
By focusing on developing these virtues, individuals can become more ethical and responsible members of society.
Confucius Analects 12.1: "The Master said, 'He who exercises government using his virtue may be compared
to the north polar star, which keeps its place and all the stars turn towards it."" This highlights the importance of
virtue in leadership, suggesting that a virtuous leader will naturally attract and influence others. Analects 7.3:
"The Master said, 'l have not seen a person who loves virtue as he loves beauty." The passage emphasizes the
importance of cultivating virtue over superficial qualities.

o The Role of Education
Confucius emphasized the importance of education in cultivating virtue and wisdom. He believed that education
should not only impart knowledge but also instill moral values (Du & Li, 2024). Education systems today can
incorporate moral and ethical education to help students develop a strong sense of responsibility and integrity.

Confucius Analects 7.8: "The Master said, 'l do not enlighten those who are not eager to learn, nor encourage
those who are not anxious to explain themselves. When I have presented one corner of a subject and they cannot
come back with the other three, I do not repeat my instruction." The passage highlights Confucius's approach to
education, emphasizing the importance of the student's eagerness to learn and the teacher's role in guiding rather
than forcing. In the Analects 19.7: "Zengzi said, 'A scholar cannot but be resolute and broad-minded, for his
burden is heavy and his road is long. To make benevolence his own responsibility, is it not a heavy burden? To
die only after the natural span of life, is it not a long road?" It emphasizes the importance of continuous learning
and self-improvement throughout one's life.

o The Importance of Leadership
Confucius believed that leaders should lead by example and embody the virtues they wish to see in their followers
(Tan, 2024). Ethical leadership is crucial for maintaining social order and promoting the common good. Leaders in
government, business, and other organizations can inspire their teams by demonstrating integrity, compassion, and
wisdom.
Confucius Analects 2.1: "The Master said, 'He who rules by virtue is like the pole-star, which remains in its
place while all the other stars revolve around it." This passage emphasizes the importance of leading by example
and the influence of a virtuous leader. Analects 12.19: " "The Master said, 'A ruler should be a ruler, a subject
a subject, a father a father, a son a son." It highlights the importance of fulfilling one's roles and responsibilities,
which is crucial for ethical leadership.

o The Value of Social Harmony

Confucius taught that social harmony is achieved through the practice of virtues and proper social conduct. He
believed that a harmonious society is one where individuals respect and care for one another (Mirakhrarovna, 2024).
Promoting social harmony can reduce conflicts and foster a more peaceful and cooperative community.

Confucius Analects 1.2: "The Master said, 'To practice with constancy what you preach is benevolence. To
practice benevolence is by one's efforts. Does a person seek benevolence from others? He seeks it from himself."
This passage emphasizes the importance of personal effort in achieving benevolence, which is a key component
of social harmony. Analects 13.3: "The Master said, 'If a man takes no thought about what is distant, he will
find sorrow near at hand." It suggests that considering the long-term consequences of actions is important for
maintaining social harmony.
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Conclusively, the key principles and ethical teachings of Confucius continue to provide valuable guidance for
individuals and societies today, promoting a more ethical, harmonious, and fulfilling life.

3. Relevance and application of Confucius's principles in today's society
We believe the principles emphasized by Confucius are highly relevant and applicable in today's society for several
reasons:

a. Personal Development and Well-being
. Cultivating Virtues
In a fast-paced and often stressful modern life, focusing on virtues like benevolence (ren), righteousness (yi), and
sincerity (xin) can help individuals develop a strong moral compass. This can lead to greater self-awareness,
emotional stability, and a sense of purpose. Virtue is very important in leadership; a virtuous leader will naturally
attract and influence others. Similarly, individuals who cultivate these virtues can lead more fulfilling lives
(Chou, 2024; Tan, 2024).
. Lifelong Learning
The principle of wisdom (zhi) encourages continuous learning and self-improvement. In an era of rapid technological
change and evolving job markets, individuals who embrace lifelong learning are better equipped to adapt and thrive.
Confucius's approach to education emphasizes the importance of the student's eagerness to learn and the
teacher's role in guiding rather than forcing. It encourages a lifelong learning mindset (Lin & Ayob, 2024; K.
Zhang & He, 2024).
b. Social Harmony and Relationships
. Empathy and Compassion
The golden rule and the emphasis on benevolence (ren) promote empathy and understanding. In a diverse and
globalized society, these values can help bridge cultural and social divides, fostering more inclusive and harmonious
communities. The Golden Rule emphasizes the importance of empathy and mutual respect (Kamal, 2024).
o Trust and Integrity
Sincerity (xin) and righteousness (yi) are crucial for building trust in personal and professional relationships. Trust
is the foundation of any successful partnership, whether it is a marriage, friendship, or business collaboration. By
being honest and reliable, individuals can create stronger and more enduring connections. Acting with sincerity and
trustworthiness (xin) is important for maintaining good relationships (J. Zhang & Huang, 2024).
c¢. Professional Ethics and Business
. Ethical Decision-Making
In the business world, where ethical dilemmas are common, the principles of righteousness (yi) and trustworthiness
(xin) provide a moral framework for making decisions. Companies that prioritize ethical behavior are more likely to
build a positive reputation, attract loyal customers, and retain talented employees. Leading by example and the
influence of a virtuous leader are very important in many areas of life. Similarly, ethical behavior in business can
attract and retain employees and customers (Francisco, 2024).
° Leadership
Confucian teachings on leadership emphasize the importance of leading by example and embodying virtues. Leaders
who demonstrate integrity, compassion, and wisdom can inspire their teams, create a positive work culture, and drive
organizational success. Fulfilling one's roles and responsibilities is very crucial for ethical leadership (Mallik, 2024).
d. Education and Learning
o Holistic Education
The principle of wisdom (zhi) supports the idea of a holistic education that goes beyond academic knowledge.
Modern education systems can incorporate moral and ethical education to help students develop a well-rounded
character and become responsible citizens. Cultivating virtue over superficial qualities is a key component of holistic
education (Sanjani, 2024).
o Lifelong Learning Culture
Encouraging a culture of continuous learning aligns with the Confucian emphasis on self-improvement. This can
help individuals stay relevant in their careers and contribute to societal progress (Chang & Wang, 2024).
e. Social and Political Governance
. Ethical Governance
Ethical leadership and the common good are more relevant than ever. Political leaders who embody Confucian
virtues can promote transparency, fairness, and the welfare of the people, leading to more stable and just societies
(Dodamgoda et al., 2024). Leading by example and the influence of a virtuous leader is crucial for ethical governance.
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. Community Engagement
The filial piety (xiao) principle can be extended to a broader sense of social responsibility. Encouraging individuals
to care for their communities and contribute to the common good can lead to more cohesive and resilient societies
(Wang et al., 2024). The foundational role of filial piety (xiao) in developing benevolence (ren) can be extended to
a broader sense of social responsibility.

f- Global Challenges

. Conflict Resolution
In a world facing numerous conflicts, the Confucian emphasis on harmony and mutual respect can provide a
framework for resolving disputes (Pu & Zhen, 2024). By promoting empathy and understanding, societies can work
towards peaceful solutions to global. Personal effort in achieving benevolence is a key component of social harmony
and conflict resolution.

. Sustainability

The principle of propriety (li) can be applied to environmental sustainability. By respecting nature and traditional
practices, individuals and societies can work towards a more sustainable future, ensuring the well-being of future
generations (Raman et al., 2024).

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, Confucius’s principles and ethical teachings remain as relevant today as they were over two thousand
years ago. The virtues of benevolence, righteousness, trustworthiness, and wisdom continue to offer guidance for
personal development, fostering empathy, integrity, and self-improvement. These principles also have profound
implications for social harmony, promoting respect and understanding across diverse communities. Furthermore,
Confucian ethics provide a moral framework for leadership, decision-making, and education, emphasizing the
importance of virtuous governance and lifelong learning. In a world grappling with challenges such as conflict,
environmental sustainability, and the need for ethical governance, Confucius's teachings offer timeless wisdom that
can guide individuals and societies toward a more just, compassionate, and sustainable future. By embracing these
enduring values, we can continue to build a world that reflects the harmony, respect, and virtue that Confucius
envisioned.

Policy Implications

The ethical principles derived from Confucian philosophy hold significant implications for contemporary policy
development and implementation. By incorporating Confucian teachings, policymakers can foster a culture of ethical
governance and social responsibility. First, the emphasis on virtues such as Ren (benevolence) and Yi (righteousness)
can guide leaders in making decisions that prioritize the well-being of citizens over personal or political gain. This is
especially relevant in addressing issues such as corruption, inequality, and social justice. In the realm of education,
the Confucian value of Zhi (wisdom) underscores the need for holistic, virtue-based education systems that not only
impart knowledge but also cultivate moral responsibility among future leaders and citizens. Moreover, Confucius’s
teachings on Li (propriety) and Xiao (filial piety) can strengthen social cohesion by emphasizing respect for social
norms and fostering intergenerational harmony. At the global level, Confucian values of trust, empathy, and respect
for others can be crucial in fostering international cooperation, especially in conflict resolution and diplomatic
relations. For example, the application of the Golden Rule (reciprocity) can provide a common ground for resolving
global disputes and building sustainable alliances. In sum, integrating Confucian ethics into policy frameworks can
lead to more transparent, empathetic, and socially responsible governance.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this study offers valuable insights into the relevance of Confucian ethical principles in modern society, several
limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study primarily draws on classical Confucian texts and interpretations,
which may not fully capture the diversity of contemporary Confucian thought, especially in the context of
globalization and modern philosophical developments. Future research could explore how different schools of
Confucianism—such as Neo-Confucianism or Confucianism in the global diaspora—interpret and apply these
principles in varying cultural and socio-political environments.

Another limitation lies in the practical application of Confucian ethics to specific sectors, such as business or
technology. While the study highlights the broad applicability of Confucian teachings, empirical research is needed
to assess how these principles can be operationalized within contemporary organizational structures or business
practices. Future studies could investigate case studies where Confucian ethics have been successfully applied in
various industries or sectors, such as corporate governance, environmental sustainability, and international trade.
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Additionally, Confucianism’s role in addressing modern issues like climate change, digital ethics, and global
inequality warrants further exploration. As societies face new ethical challenges, such as those posed by technological
advancements or environmental crises, Confucian principles might offer valuable frameworks for decision-making.
Future research could delve deeper into how Confucian teachings can provide guidance in addressing these global
challenges, contributing to the growing field of ethics in a globalized, technologically advanced world.

Lastly, future studies might examine the intersection of Confucian ethics with other global ethical traditions, such as
Western moral philosophy, to identify points of convergence or divergence. Such comparative studies could offer
deeper insights into how Confucianism can contribute to global ethical discussions, especially in areas like human
rights, democracy, and international justice. Overall, while this study provides a foundation for understanding the
practical applications of Confucian ethics, further research is needed to explore its broader implications in an
increasingly interconnected and complex world.
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