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The Confucian conception of human beings in the pre-Qin period 

Purpose. This article examines and elucidates the conception of human beings within Confucian philosophy 

during the pre-Qin period. Its implementation involves: a) to elucidate the fundamental views on human beings 

expressed within pre-Qin Confucian philosophy; b) undertakes the task of explaining why Confucian philosophers 

of the pre-Qin period concentrated their intellectual efforts on the study of human beings and social relationships 

rather than on the nature; c) analyzes both the enduring values and the inherent limitations of Confucian 

anthropological thought in both historical and contemporary contexts. Theoretical basis. The study employs 

dialectical and historical materialism as its principal methodological approaches, supplemented by additional 

analytical and synthetic methods. Originality. It becomes evident that Confucian thinkers offered profound and 

significant reflections on the origin, nature, role, and social position of human beings. These perspectives not only 

reveal the philosophical sophistication of the period but also exerted a lasting influence on the subsequent 

development of Confucian thought. Within the Confucian framework, while it is acknowledged that humans are 

born under Heaven and that human destiny is influenced by Heaven, Confucianism simultaneously emphasizes the 

importance of human origins and the veneration of ancestors. Heaven operates according to its own principles, while 

human society follows its own laws, as reflected in the cyclical patterns of history. Conclusions. The present study 

has elucidated the Confucian conception of human beings during the Pre-Qin period, highlighting the centrality of 

humans in philosophical reflection. Confucian thinkers placed human beings at the core of ethical and social 

considerations, emphasizing the essential role of education and moral cultivation in developing human potential. 

Humans were conceived not merely as components of the natural order but as active agents in sustaining and 

advancing social life. The Pre-Qin Confucian framework presents a sophisticated philosophical system in which 

human beings are regarded as the primary locus of moral and social responsibility. Through education and self-

cultivation, individuals are believed to possess the capacity to perfect themselves, thereby contributing to the 

realization of a harmonious and stable society. 
Keywords: human beings; human person; anthropocentric; Confucian philosophy; pre-Qin thought 

Introduction 

Human beings have always occupied a central place in philosophical inquiry, as both the 

driving force and the ultimate aim of historical development. Philosophy, therefore, seeks to 

interpret the nature, role, and position of humans within society. In the pre-Qin period, Chinese 

thought was marked by intense debates on human nature and its cultivation. Among competing 

schools, Confucianism emerged as highly influential within China and across East Asia. 

Thinkers such as Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi shared the aim of establishing a morally 

grounded and orderly society, where humans act as both subjects of self cultivation and agents of 

social transformation. Their reflections formed the foundation of later Confucian theory. 

Examining Confucian views on human nature, morality, education, and governance clarifies the 

intellectual basis of premodern Eastern societies. Although differing on whether human nature is 

good or bad, these thinkers agree on the central role of moral education in achieving social 

harmony. Their ideas, despite their historical context, continue to offer insights for contemporary 

reflection. 

Pre-Qin Confucianism also shaped Vietnam and other East Asian societies, becoming 

embedded in social norms, education, and political ethics. In the context of rapid modernisation 

and global integration, revisiting Confucian thought provides resources for addressing current 

moral and social challenges. Its emphasis on self cultivation and moral reform can inform efforts 
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to balance tradition and modernity and to promote comprehensive human development. This 

study also contributes to comparative and interdisciplinary philosophy. Confucian anthropology 

can be connected to ethics, education, cultural studies, and political philosophy. An 

interdisciplinary approach allows for a more comprehensive analysis and supports research and 

teaching on Eastern philosophy and Confucianism. 

Purpose 

The objectives of this study on the Confucian conception of human beings in the pre-Qin 

period can be articulated as follows. First, the study seeks to elucidate the fundamental views on 

human beings expressed within pre-Qin Confucian philosophy. This involves a systematic 

analysis of the principal arguments, conceptual categories, and anthropological notions advanced 

by representative thinkers of the tradition. The research examines essential themes such as 

human nature, the role of morality and education, the relationship between the individual and the 

community, and the linkage between human beings and the socio-political order. Through these 

points of inquiry, the study aims to clarify how Confucianism conceptualises and interprets the 

human being as a moral and social entity. 

The article explains why Confucian philosophers of the pre-Qin period focused their 

intellectual efforts on the study of human beings and social relationships rather than the natural 

world. In contrast to contemporary Western philosophical traditions that devoted considerable 

attention to cosmology and natural philosophy, pre-Qin Confucianism oriented itself primarily 

toward ethical, political, and social concerns. To illuminate this distinction, the article situates 

Confucian thought within the historical and cultural context of its formation, demonstrating how 

socio-political upheavals and the urgent need for moral reconstruction shaped its anthropocentric 

orientation. 

The study analyses both the enduring values and the inherent limitations of Confucian 

anthropological thought in both historical and contemporary contexts. It highlights the relevance 

of Confucian contributions – such as the emphasis on social ethics, the affirmation of education 

as a central force in personal and societal transformation, and the promotion of humanitarian 

ideals and communal responsibility – while also identifying the historical constraints embedded 

in the doctrine. By clarifying these two dimensions, the research argues that a balanced 

assessment of Confucianism provides a scientific foundation for selectively inheriting its positive 

elements and critically overcoming its shortcomings in the present-day processes of cultural 

development, moral education, and social governance. The object of this study is thus the system 

of ideas concerning human beings within Confucian philosophy during the pre-Qin period. 

Statement of basic materials 

The research problem is approached from the standpoint of dialectical philosophy, political 

philosophy, and the history of philosophical thought. These perspectives serve as the overarching 

theoretical framework for analysing and interpreting the content under examination. In addition, 

several specific methodological approaches are employed: the logical-historical method; 

document and information collection; and analytical and synthetic methods. By combining these 

methodological approaches, the study ensures objectivity, scientific rigour, and a comprehensive 

understanding of the Confucian conception of human beings in the pre-Qin period. 

The topic of human views in pre-Qin Confucian philosophy has received considerable 

scholarly attention. Existing studies may be grouped into the following thematic orientations: 
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Research that approaches Confucian anthropology from a philosophical perspective tends to 

focus on interpersonal relationships (Li, 2022; Zhu et al., 2022). These studies present 

Confucianism as grounding human relationships in morality and social order, focusing on 

concepts such as ren, li, yi, and the rectification of names. They argue that Confucian thought 

seeks to build a harmonious, stable, and orderly society. While these interpretations are valuable, 

they tend to emphasise harmony and mutuality while overlooking internal tensions. Despite its 

emphasis on social harmony, Confucianism contains hierarchical structures that reflect 

underlying class based antagonisms, a dimension that remains insufficiently examined in much 

of the current literature. 

A group of studies investigates the human-nature relationship in Confucian philosophy (Liu 

& Wu, 2024; Ren et al., 2022). Pre-Qin Confucianism conceives the unity of Heaven and 

humanity as an integrated relation between humans and the natural world. Heaven serves as both 

the source of cosmic order and the foundation of moral norms, guiding human conduct. This 

reflects a holistic and harmonious worldview. However, existing studies often overemphasise 

nature and neglect human agency. In Confucian thought, especially in Xunzi, humans not only 

follow natural laws but also actively shape and regulate their environment through moral 

cultivation and social institutions. Without a dialectical approach, the contemporary relevance of 

this view is overlooked. Emphasising human agency allows for a more balanced understanding 

of Confucian anthropocosmology. 

Research investigating human beings in pre-Qin Confucian philosophy from a political 

standpoint indicates that Confucianism advances a political theory centred on the people (Gao & 

Walayat, 2021; Ziliotti, 2023). These studies highlight mechanisms such as the rectification of 

names and the definition of social roles and responsibilities as central to governance. 

Confucianism aims to ensure that individuals recognise their proper position and duties within 

society. Principles such as the primacy of the people and the integration of law and ritual are 

seen as key to maintaining social stability. 

Scholars also highlight the synthesis of moral and legal governance in Confucian thought 

(Farooqui et al., 2025; Liu, 2024; Yu, 2023). Pre-Qin Confucian thinkers developed 

complementary approaches to governance. Confucius emphasised rule through ritual, with 

education as the foundation of social order, while Xunzi incorporated the role of law to maintain 

discipline and enforce norms. Together, they highlight that social stability requires both personal 

moral cultivation and adherence to institutional structures. However, existing studies often 

overlook the people oriented aspect of Confucian political thought. This approach stresses 

governance attentive to the needs of the populace, though it does not correspond to modern 

democratic or populist models. This dimension requires further clarification and analysis. 

From the standpoint of education, research emphasises the centrality of Confucian 

pedagogical practices in shaping human beings (Muyunda & Yue, 2022; Wang, 2024). 

Confucianism regards education as the primary means for cultivating personality, morality, and 

knowledge. Studies also underscore its role in constructing the ideal human model, 

demonstrating that education serves both as a goal and as a mechanism for establishing a stable, 

progressive society. 

Scholars note that pre-Qin Confucianism promoted the principle of "learning and practice" 

(xue xi shi yong) (Guo, 2024; Shuting & Ye, 2025; Xu, 2024), emphasising the practical 

application of knowledge and virtue in everyday life and governance. Additionally, some studies 

highlight the Confucian view of continuous self-cultivation and lifelong learning (Zhu & Sun, 
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2025), arguing that individuals must pursue continuous self cultivation, forming an early basis 

for lifelong learning. Despite these contributions, existing research often lacks a comprehensive 

analysis of pre-Qin Confucian education. Although it promotes a holistic approach, Confucian 

pedagogy operates within a structured and normative framework rather than encouraging 

autonomy. This rigidity remains a key limitation and poses challenges for its application in 

contemporary contexts. 

Pre-Qin Confucian views on the origin of human beings 

Pre-Qin Confucianism offers a distinctive account of human origin grounded in cosmology 

and ethics. Drawing on the Book of Changes, Confucius understands the universe as a process of 

constant transformation governed by the Dao, which arises from the interaction of yin and yang 

within the Supreme Ultimate. This principle maintains the balance of Heaven and Earth and 

enables the generation of all beings. From this cosmological foundation, Confucius develops the 

idea of the Mandate of Heaven, according to which Heaven governs the origin and destiny of 

human beings. Humans are therefore required to respect and follow this mandate in order to 

achieve harmony in both personal life and political order. This belief also served as a moral and 

practical guide during periods of social instability, linking human conduct with cosmic order. 

Mencius further reinforces this view by affirming that all aspects of human existence are 

endowed by Heaven and subject to its mandate. He emphasizes that fulfilling the will of Heaven 

requires moral alignment rather than reliance on individual power, and that exemplary rulers 

succeed by adhering to this principle. The doctrine of the Mandate of Heaven thus functions as 

both a cosmological explanation and a normative framework for ethics and governance. While it 

reflects the historical limits of early knowledge, it also provides a rational basis for moral 

cultivation and social order. In the context of pre-Qin society, it becomes a foundational element 

shaping Confucian views on human nature, ethics, and political philosophy. 

Pre-Qin Confucianism and the concept of human nature 

Pre-Qin Confucianism offers a systematic account of human nature aimed at guiding 

education so that individuals can cultivate themselves and uphold the Way, thereby transforming 

social disorder into moral order. It conceptualises human nature through an integrated framework 

of character, emotion, and mind, which together form the basis of moral and psychological life. 

Human nature is understood as an innate endowment from Heaven, combining shared human 

qualities with individual differences in cognition, temperament, and moral potential. Confucius 

suggests an original moral integrity shaped by external influences, while Mencius affirms a 

universal moral potential. Emotion is seen as the outward expression of this nature, manifesting 

in desires and impulses that require regulation through ethical reflection. The mind serves as the 

centre of reasoning and moral judgment, harmonising nature and emotion. Mencius identifies it 

as the source of moral cognition, while Xunzi emphasises its role in governing ethical order. 

Within this framework, the mind also serves as the basis of conscience, including innate 

moral awareness and spontaneous ethical understanding. Confucianism distinguishes between 

inborn moral insight and the reflective capacity that directs action. Mencius illustrates this 

through everyday moral responses, arguing that humans naturally exhibit compassion and ethical 

inclination, which confirms the fundamental goodness of human nature. Building on this view, 

Mencius develops a systematic theory of innate goodness, asserting that moral failure results not 

from nature itself but from the neglect of its cultivation. Human goodness is expressed through 
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core virtues such as benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom, which arise from 

inherent moral tendencies. Although these tendencies are universal, their realisation depends on 

active moral cultivation. 

Pre-Qin Confucianism devoted substantial intellectual effort to studying human nature to 

identify effective methods for moral education. By employing a thoughtful mind to moderate 

desires and regulate behaviour, Confucian education sought to cultivate moral self-discipline and 

social responsibility. The educational philosophy of Pre-Qin Confucianism represents a 

significant contribution not only to Chinese civilisation but also to the broader human intellectual 

and ethical heritage. Building upon insights into the origin and nature of human beings, Pre-Qin 

Confucianism further articulated the position and role of human beings within social life, 

emphasising both individual cultivation and the maintenance of social order. 

Viewpoints on the role and position of human beings in Pre-Qin Confucian philosophy 

Pre-Qin Confucianism links the role and position of human beings in society to its views on 

human origin and nature. Grounded in the doctrine of the Mandate of Heaven, Confucius and 

Mencius hold that Heaven is the supreme authority that creates human beings and determines 

their destiny. Both physical existence and social status are understood as shaped by Heaven. 

Human responsibility, therefore, lies in recognising this mandate, aligning conduct with its 

principles, and fulfilling its will. Within this framework, success and failure are ultimately 

attributed to Heaven rather than to individual effort. On one hand, humans are seen as subject to 

Heaven’s mandate, expected to understand and comply with a given order. On the other hand, 

Confucianism affirms human capacity for learning, self-cultivation, and moral self-regulation. 

Education and ethical practice, therefore, become central, expressing the active dimension of 

human agency within this framework. 

Despite affirming human initiative, pre-Qin Confucianism often limits human agency within 

established hierarchies and normative roles. By placing human activity under the authority of 

Heaven, it presents social roles as both preordained and morally accountable. Mencius maintains 

that all events fall within the Mandate of Heaven, including life, death, status, and moral duties, 

and that individuals should cultivate themselves while accepting their destiny with composure. 

Understanding and reverently following the Mandate of Heaven is therefore essential for 

moral perfection. For the Confucian gentleman, virtue requires recognition of Heaven’s authority 

and alignment with its order. In this way, pre-Qin Confucianism combines elements of 

determinism with ethical responsibility, defining human beings as moral agents whose self-

cultivation brings individual conduct into harmony with both cosmic and social order. 

Human agency and the mandate of heaven in Pre-Qin Confucian thought 

While grounded in the Mandate of Heaven, pre-Qin Confucianism also affirms human 

capacity for self-regulation and moral cultivation. Confucius emphasises that moral development 

depends on individual effort, while Mencius stresses that virtue is found within the self and must 

be actively realised. Qualities such as morality, propriety, wisdom, and trustworthiness are not 

externally acquired but emerge from innate potential, which requires continuous cultivation. At 

the same time, Confucian thinkers acknowledge the existence of supernatural forces but adopt a 

cautious, restrained attitude toward them. Confucius recognises their presence but advises 

maintaining a respectful distance, avoiding excessive focus that could distract from ethical 

reflection and moral clarity. 
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Pre-Qin Confucianism consistently valorised human effort and moral action. Individuals were 

called upon to cultivate themselves diligently, persevere through adversity, and act 

wholeheartedly, thereby aligning their conduct with the Mandate of Heaven. Confucius 

recognised the formidable challenge of pacifying and transforming society, observing that moral 

failings – arrogance, recklessness, ignorance, and deceit – were prevalent among contemporaries. 

Nonetheless, he remained committed to his ethical mission, anchored in the belief that the 

presence of morality would naturally guide the world toward order. His primary concern was not 

external opposition, but his own capacity for sustained ethical reflection and practice. Confucius 

introspectively questioned: "Quietly thinking about morality to remember it in my heart, 

studying morality without feeling bored, teaching people without feeling tired; do I have all three 

of these virtues?" 

For Confucius, the ideal Confucian individual embodies a harmonisation of accepting the 

Mandate of Heaven with the diligent cultivation of virtue. Success and failure in worldly 

endeavours are ultimately determined by Heaven, but moral perseverance and conscientious 

action remain the defining features of human agency. This synthesis of divine order and 

individual responsibility constitutes the foundational model of the Confucian gentleman, who 

waits for destiny while actively shaping the self. 

The role and position of humans in Pre-Qin Confucian thought 

In pre-Qin Confucianism, accepting the Mandate of Heaven is a fundamental human duty, 

while success and failure are ultimately attributed to Heaven. Mencius maintains that the 

realisation or rejection of one’s moral path depends on Heaven, and that rulers who align with its 

mandate can sustain order and legitimacy. Reverence for Heaven provides both moral authority 

and political stability, and once one has fulfilled this duty, outcomes do not warrant regret. 

This view is further expressed through the doctrine of the rectification of names, which links 

social order to the proper alignment between roles and responsibilities. Each individual occupies 

a defined position, and disorder arises when these roles are not fulfilled. The five key 

relationships structure society through reciprocal duties, and moral decline disrupts this balance, 

leading to instability. 

Mencius also holds that social roles and hierarchies are determined by Heaven. Authority 

may be granted to the virtuous or transmitted through succession, reflecting the mandate rather 

than individual will. Those favoured by Heaven are expected to govern and uphold moral 

order, while others cultivate themselves to support social integrity. For rulers, the primary task 

is to secure lasting governance and prosperity, even though final outcomes remain subject to 

Heaven. 

The duty and role of individuals in Pre-Qin Confucian philosophy 

Pre-Qin Confucianism defines human duties according to a clear moral and social hierarchy. 

The gentleman is responsible for governance, while the common people are expected to serve 

and obey. Some lead through moral and intellectual capacity, while others contribute through 

labour. Authority is legitimate when supported by the people, whose role is to fulfil their 

obligations within this order. Confucian thought also warns against role misalignment. When 

individuals lacking virtue hold power, moral disorder spreads throughout society, leading to 

instability. Only those with superior virtue are considered fit to govern, and political authority 

must align with both the will of Heaven and the support of the people. 
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Despite differences in succession practices, legitimacy is grounded in the Mandate of Heaven 

and popular consent. The example of Shun illustrates this dual foundation, showing that even 

though the people held limited status, their role in sustaining order was still acknowledged. 

Confucianism also constructs the model of the ideal person, the gentleman, who embodies virtue, 

wisdom, and responsibility. Such individuals act according to righteousness rather than personal 

gain and remain committed to serving society. While some withdraw from public life in times of 

disorder, Confucius rejects full withdrawal and emphasises the importance of fulfilling social 

and familial duties. 

Overall, pre-Qin Confucianism promotes active self-cultivation and social responsibility 

while requiring individuals to act within their assigned roles. Grounded in the Mandate of 

Heaven, this framework supports both moral development and social order. It also affirms the 

innate goodness of human nature, providing a philosophical basis for ethical cultivation and the 

pursuit of a harmonious society. 

Viewpoints on human education in Pre-Qin Confucian philosophy 

Pre-Qin Confucianism, from Confucius to Mencius, places strong emphasis on the 

comprehensive study of human beings, including their origin, nature, and social role, in order to 

develop effective methods of moral and civic education. It holds that through education, 

individuals can cultivate virtue, acquire wisdom, regulate desires, and act in accordance with 

rites, thereby contributing to social order. Learning, ethical action, and self-regulation form the 

core of self-cultivation, which enables both personal development and governance. 

The social disorder of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods is understood as the 

result of moral decline and the breakdown between roles and responsibilities. Rulers and 

officials often failed in their duties, while society became dominated by self interest, deception, 

and the neglect of ethical norms. 

In response, Confucianism promotes systematic education as the key to moral renewal and 

political stability. Confucius emphasises that education shapes character and social behaviour, 

while classical texts cultivate specific virtues and forms of conduct. Mencius further advocates 

institutional education, stressing its role in strengthening morality, supporting social welfare, and 

ensuring stable governance. 

Overall, education in pre-Qin Confucianism is both a moral and political imperative, essential 

for self-cultivation, social harmony, and the effective organisation of society. 

Viewpoints on human education and moral cultivation in Pre-Qin Confucianism 

In pre-Qin Confucianism, moral and intellectual development are essential for social order 

and virtue. Confucius argues that even with basic virtues, individuals without education and self 

cultivation remain prone to ignorance and moral deviation. He shows that virtues without 

learning become distorted, leading to ignorance, excess, harshness, rebellion, or violence. 

Confucianism also views the neglect of education by rulers as a major threat to stability. 

Governing only through laws and punishment produces obedience without moral awareness. 

Confucius holds that punishing people who lack proper education is unjust, while Mencius 

emphasises that moral instruction is necessary for ethical conduct and effective governance. 

Without education, no system can sustain legitimacy or long-term order. 

The ultimate aim of education is to cultivate the gentleman, a person of moral and intellectual 

excellence. Confucius highlights humanity, wisdom, and courage, while Mencius adds 
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righteousness and propriety. Through continuous self cultivation, the individual develops stable 

moral principles and becomes capable of judgment and governance. This process prepares the 

gentleman to serve society and contribute to the well being of the state. 

Pre-Qin Confucianism stressed that education is inseparable from self-cultivation and the 

method of exemplification. Confucius maintained that one must first embody the virtues one 

seeks to impart: teaching is effective only when rooted in personal practice. Consequently, self-

cultivation is both a moral and pedagogical imperative. The ruler, as the primary exemplar, must 

exemplify humanity and righteousness, for the moral conduct of the sovereign directly shapes 

the behavior of the populace. If the ruler adheres to the path of virtue, commands are 

unnecessary; the people naturally follow the ethical standard. Conversely, if the ruler fails to 

uphold moral principles, even explicit directives cannot ensure compliance. Through this 

integration of self-cultivation, moral education, and exemplary leadership, Pre-Qin 

Confucianism articulated a holistic vision in which individual development and social 

governance are mutually reinforcing, grounded in the cultivation of virtue and the guidance of 

moral principles. 

Mencius on the preservation of the mind, cultivation of character, and the role of energy 

Mencius emphasises preserving the mind and cultivating character as the basis of moral 

development. He defines this as maintaining the original mind endowed at birth, which enables 

the realisation of the human way. Although humans contain both noble and base tendencies, the 

mind is the faculty of thought that discerns truth and directs moral action. Moral feelings arise 

from an innate orientation toward goodness, while wrongdoing results from the dominance of 

selfish desires that obscure conscience. Humanity, therefore, represents the moral core of the 

individual, and ethical cultivation aims at restoring this original conscience. To achieve this, 

Mencius stresses the regulation and gradual reduction of desires as part of moral refinement. By 

preserving the mind, nurturing inherent goodness, and studying ethical principles, individuals 

can act consistently in accordance with virtue. He also links mind, character, and vital energy as 

interconnected aspects of human existence. Vital energy sustains life and permeates the cosmos, 

but it requires the guidance of the mind to function properly. 

Thus, moral cultivation involves not only the development of mind and character but also the 

disciplined regulation of vital energy. Mencius holds that this is best achieved through the unity 

of ethical understanding and righteous action. Education plays a central role by guiding 

individuals to realise their innate virtues of benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and 

trustworthiness, which must be developed through continuous self-discipline and reflection. In 

sum, Mencius presents a comprehensive model of human development in which mind, character, 

and energy are deeply interdependent, and ethical education and self-cultivation constitute the 

essential mechanisms through which individuals recover their innate moral conscience and align 

their actions with the principles of virtue and the human way. 

Educational subjects and the principle of teaching in Pre-Qin Confucian philosophy 

In Pre-Qin Confucian thought, the imperative of education and self-cultivation extends 

universally to all individuals across social strata. The Great Learning asserts that: "From the 

Emperor down to the common people, all must regard self-cultivation as the root. If the root is 

rotten, how can the branches flourish?". This statement underscores the Confucian conviction 

that personal cultivation is foundational to social and political order. The ruler, as the exemplar 
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of moral rectitude, must first govern his own conduct and family: without filial devotion and 

proper management of household affairs, he cannot effectively govern the state or bring peace to 

the world. Similarly, officials must attend to their familial and ethical duties; neglect of parents, 

mistreatment of spouses or children, or failure to act with propriety toward kin undermines their 

capacity to serve the public faithfully. Even common citizens are morally accountable: those 

who fail in filial and familial duties cannot be expected to uphold loyalty to friends or allegiance 

to the state. 

This holistic understanding of moral education informed the Pre-Qin Confucians’ 

pedagogical ethos. Confucius, for instance, accepted students irrespective of social status or 

origin, provided they possessed a genuine desire to learn. He famously stated that even humble 

gestures of devotion, such as offering a simple gift upon entering his school, would not be 

dismissed; sincerity of intention was paramount. When confronted with a prospective student 

from Hu Xiang, a region reputed for rebelliousness, Confucius emphasised the primacy of the 

learner’s pure heart over their social background, affirming that moral earnestness warranted 

instruction. 

Following this precedent, Mencius similarly admitted any individual with a genuine desire for 

learning, irrespective of prior conduct or social standing. He held that the responsibility of the 

wise – those who have cultivated virtue and knowledge – is to teach and guide the immature, 

who lack both wisdom and moral development. In this way, the wise fulfil their ethical 

obligation, ensuring that the transmission of virtue is continuous and effective. Mencius further 

argued that a morally cultivated person must instruct the disloyal, and the talented must guide the 

incompetent; abandoning such responsibilities would negate the moral distinction between the 

wise and unwise, leaving society without guidance. 

Mencius also emphasised the importance of systematic and effective pedagogy. Educators 

must not only embody virtue but also communicate their knowledge clearly, guiding others to 

apprehend and internalise key principles. Drawing upon his experience, he delineated five 

methods through which a gentleman might impart learning and moral understanding: some 

acquire knowledge rapidly, akin to the nourishment provided by timely rain; others learn 

effectively through formal instruction; some enhance their abilities and comprehension through 

disciplined study; some achieve understanding via dialogical engagement; and others assimilate 

moral principles through indirect influence and observation. These five methods collectively 

constitute the Confucian framework for disseminating learning and expanding morality 

throughout society, ensuring that both teaching and learning serve as instruments for social 

cultivation and ethical development. 

Content and scope of education in Pre-Qin Confucian philosophy 

In pre-Qin Confucianism, education integrates literary learning with moral cultivation. 

Confucius teaches literature, the Six Arts, and virtues such as modesty, honesty, and truthfulness, 

drawing on the Six Classics as the foundation of learning. These texts cultivate moral awareness, 

regulate desires, and shape the character of the gentleman. Study of poetry fosters empathy, rites, 

discipline, and conduct, and music internalises harmony, enabling both intellectual and ethical 

development. 

Confucian education is fundamentally oriented toward virtue. Confucius emphasises that 

moral character arises from internalised benevolence, while learning and ritual refine both 

understanding and behaviour. Mencius extends this model by linking moral cultivation with 
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social and political responsibility, arguing that true humanity lies in practicing benevolence. He 

continues the integration of literary study and ethical instruction, stressing that moral judgment 

depends on knowledge, sincerity, and disciplined training. 

Pre-Qin Confucianism also highlights the importance of proper speech and conduct. Effective 

communication requires clarity and understanding, while propriety serves as the guiding norm 

for both personal behaviour and social order. Through this approach, Confucian education 

presents a holistic model that unites intellectual formation, moral development, and appropriate 

social conduct. 

The role of rituals, music, and lifelong learning in Pre-Qin Confucian education 

In Pre-Qin Confucian thought, rituals (li) held profound significance for personal cultivation 

and social governance. Confucian scholars emphasised that virtues, if not informed by proper 

ritual knowledge, could lead to imbalance in conduct: respect without understanding ritual may 

result in fatigue; carefulness without ritual leads to fear; courage without ritual may manifest as 

rebellion; and uprightness without ritual may provoke anger. Rituals thus functioned not merely 

as formalities but as essential instruments for social harmony, influencing both individual 

behaviour and the orderly governance of the state. The internalisation of ritual norms was 

considered a prerequisite for moral cultivation and the development of virtue. 

Confucius holds that education begins in the family, where individuals practice filial piety, 

respect others, act sincerely, speak truthfully, and associate with virtuous people. Only after 

fulfilling these moral foundations can one advance to literary study and the Six Arts. Neglect of 

ritual and moral conduct is seen as a lasting obstacle to virtue and social order. 

Music also plays a central role in education, shaping emotions and reinforcing moral values. 

Confucius values refined music for its ethical and political function, while rejecting forms that 

may corrupt character or disrupt social harmony. Confucianism maintains that knowledge and 

morality are not given but must be cultivated through effort. Learning extends beyond formal 

study to include observation, reflection, and self correction. Moral education is therefore a 

lifelong process requiring discipline and perseverance. 

Confucius and Mencius both stress diligence and intrinsic motivation. Learning depends on 

active engagement, questioning, and reflection, while its outcomes vary according to effort and 

capacity. Overall, pre-Qin Confucian education integrates family ethics, ritual, music, and 

continuous self-cultivation as the basis for moral development and social harmony. 

Learning, reflection, and the integration of knowledge and virtue in Pre-Qin Confucianism 

In Pre-Qin Confucian thought, effective learning was contingent upon the learner’s mastery 

of proper methods and reflective practices. Confucius emphasised the necessity of regularly 

reviewing previously acquired knowledge, engaging in critical reflection, and synthesising 

insights to achieve a deeper understanding. He warned against rote learning devoid of reflection, 

asserting that mechanical accumulation of information without comprehension is ineffectual. 

Confucius held that those who systematically review and derive new insights from prior learning 

are most capable of becoming exemplary teachers of the world. Moreover, he valued students 

who, though having acquired limited knowledge, demonstrated the ability to reason effectively, 

grasp underlying principles, and extrapolate broader understanding from singular phenomena. 

Mencius emphasises methodological rigour in learning, urging attention to connections, core 

principles, and underlying meanings rather than isolated details. True understanding requires 
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grasping the author’s intent and applying knowledge in practice. Pre-Qin Confucianism, 

therefore, holds that learning and practice are inseparable, as only through application can 

knowledge benefit individuals and society. 

The ultimate aim of education is the formation of moral character and the cultivation of the 

gentleman. Confucius criticizes knowledge without application, while Mencius shows that 

intellectual ability without virtue leads to failure. At the same time, Confucianism values the 

unity of wisdom and virtue, as intelligence guides proper action, whereas ability without 

judgment risks harm. Learning thus requires clear priorities and an understanding of what is 

essential in order to approach the Way. 

Confucius also highlights the importance of the Book of Poetry as a key tool for both 

intellectual and moral development. Its study enhances knowledge, observation, and self 

awareness while shaping ethical conduct. Overall, pre-Qin Confucian education integrates 

knowledge and virtue, linking learning with practice to cultivate individuals capable of fulfilling 

responsibilities in family, society, and the state. 

Educational philosophy and pedagogical methods in Pre-Qin Confucianism 

In pre-Qin Confucian thought, education is the primary means of cultivating individuals and 

sustaining social order. It aims to transform ignorance into understanding and to develop moral 

and intellectual excellence, forming virtuous and capable individuals who contribute to the 

stability of the state. Teaching is adapted to individual ability, recognising differences in capacity 

and promoting gradual moral development, especially among those in positions of responsibility. 

Confucius emphasises understanding each learner’s character and adjusting instruction to 

strengthen virtues and correct weaknesses. His approach combines study with practical 

experience and moral training, extending beyond formal settings. Education also relies on moral 

exemplification, as the teacher’s conduct serves as a model, while environment and social 

relationships play a crucial role in shaping character. 

This tradition affirms accessible education and continuous self cultivation, with Confucius 

initiating open teaching regardless of status and Mencius further emphasizing virtue, moral 

judgment, and intellectual growth as the foundation of both personal development and social 

improvement. 

Originality 

In the course of examining the Confucian conception of human beings during the Pre-Qin 

period, it becomes evident that Confucian thinkers offered profound and significant reflections 

on the origin, nature, role, and social position of human beings. These perspectives not only 

reveal the philosophical sophistication of the period but also exerted a lasting influence on the 

subsequent development of Confucian thought. 

Many scholars interpret Confucianism as asserting that human beings originate from Heaven. 

However, this study does not fully endorse such a unilateral interpretation. Within the Confucian 

framework, while it is acknowledged that humans are born under Heaven and that human destiny 

is influenced by Heaven (Tianming), Confucianism simultaneously emphasises the importance of 

human origins and the veneration of ancestors. Thus, although Heaven and humanity are 

intimately connected, it would be inaccurate to claim that one directly generates the other. 

Heaven operates according to its own principles, while human society follows its own laws, as 

reflected in the cyclical patterns of history. The rise and fall of dynasties, for instance, is 
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attributed to governance rather than solely to the mandate of Heaven. Interpreting the human-

Heaven relationship through the institution of kingship underscores that social governance must 

align with natural laws. This perspective not only elucidates human origins but also establishes a 

robust moral and political foundation for society, highlighting the role and responsibility of 

individuals in adhering to the principles of natural and social order. 

Another central debate concerns the nature of human beings. Some studies assert that Pre-Qin 

Confucianism regarded human nature as inherently good. While this characterisation is accurate 

for Mencius, it cannot be generalised to the entire Confucian tradition. Within Confucian 

thought, human nature is conceptualised diversely: Mencius posits that it is inherently good, Xun 

Zi contends that it is inherently evil, and Confucius himself refrains from definitive 

categorisation, viewing human nature as neither wholly good nor wholly evil. This diversity 

reflects the richness and nuance of Confucian perspectives on human nature. Accordingly, it can 

be argued that humans are born with the potential for both virtue and vice, yet the realisation of 

either depends critically on education and moral cultivation. Such a view not only affirms the 

intrinsic moral potential of human beings but also underscores the indispensable role of ethical 

education in shaping moral character and social responsibility. 

In this study, it is affirmed that human beings occupy a fundamentally important position, 

serving as the most essential resource among all the resources of a nation. Accordingly, 

governance requires a conscientious concern for the welfare and interests of the people, placing 

them on a par with the attention given to the state itself. Within the framework of Confucian 

thought, individuals are regarded as the central nodes of social relationships. Consequently, Pre-

Qin Confucianism emphasised that humans not only hold a pivotal status but are also primary 

objects of education, which is indispensable for cultivating a stable and orderly society. 

The Confucian doctrine of zhengming (rectification of names) asserts that every individual 

and entity within society possesses a specific "designation" and "role", and that the proper 

fulfilment of these duties is a decisive factor in maintaining social order. Pre-Qin Confucianism 

placed particular emphasis on education because it not only enables individuals to cultivate 

moral virtue but also serves as a foundational mechanism for pacifying the populace and 

ensuring effective governance. Education, in this context, is conceived as a means through which 

individuals learn to understand ethical principles, cultivate self-discipline, and regulate personal 

desires, thereby facilitating the transition of society from disorder to harmony. 

From these perspectives, it is evident that Pre-Qin Confucian philosophy advanced valuable 

and enduring reflections on human beings and society. These reflections not only provide critical 

insights into fundamental human concerns but also establish a robust moral and political 

framework for social governance. The study and comprehension of these Confucian viewpoints 

afford a deeper understanding of the philosophical tradition and offer guiding principles for 

applying its ethical and social values in the construction of contemporary society. 

Conclusions 

The present study has elucidated the Confucian conception of human beings during the Pre-

Qin period, highlighting the centrality of humans in philosophical reflection. Confucian thinkers 

placed human beings at the core of ethical and social considerations, emphasizing the essential 

role of education and moral cultivation in developing human potential. Humans were conceived 

not merely as components of the natural order but as active agents in sustaining and advancing 

social life. 
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The Pre-Qin Confucian framework presents a sophisticated philosophical system in which 

human beings are regarded as the primary locus of moral and social responsibility. Through 

education and self-cultivation, individuals are believed to possess the capacity to perfect 

themselves, thereby contributing to the realisation of a harmonious and stable society. The 

emphasis on learning, ethical practice, and personal refinement underscores the integral link 

between individual development and collective well-being. 

Moreover, the Confucian perspective situates human beings within a broader cosmological 

context, emphasising the necessity of harmonious coexistence with nature. Respect for and 

preservation of the natural environment are viewed as indispensable for maintaining ecological 

balance and ensuring the sustainable development of society. 

The Pre-Qin Confucian understanding of human beings is therefore of both historical 

significance and contemporary relevance. Its principles offer valuable insights for the cultivation 

of moral responsibility, social ethics, and sustainable practices in modern society. By integrating 

these ideas, it is possible to foster a community in which individuals act with conscientiousness, 

contribute to social cohesion, and participate actively in the long-term development of 

civilisation. 
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Конфуціанське уявлення про людину в доціньський період 

Мета. У цій статті розглядається та пояснюється концепція людини в конфуціанській філософії 

доціньського періоду. Її реалізація передбачає увагу до таких завдань: а) з’ясувати своєрідність розуміння 

людини в цей період; б) пояснити, чому конфуціанські філософи цього періоду зосереджували свої 

інтелектуальні зусилля на вивченні людини та соціальних відносин, а не на природі; в) проаналізувати 

притаманні конфуціанській антропологічній думці незмінні цінності. Теоретичний базис. У дослідженні 

використовується методологія діалектичного та історичного матеріалізму, доповнена аналітичними та 

синтетичними методами. Наукова новизна. У ході вивчення конфуціанської концепції людини 

доціньського періоду виявлено, що конфуціанські мислителі пропонували глибокі та змістовні роздуми про 

походження, природу, роль та соціальне становище людини. Ці моменти розкривають філософську 

специфіку конфуціанської думки того періоду та справили істотний вплив на подальший розвиток. І хоча 

тут важливо, що люди народжуються під Небесами і що людська доля залежить від Неба, для конфуціанства 

також є важливою увага до походження людини та шанування предків. Небо діє за власними принципами, 

тоді як людське суспільство дотримується власних законів, що відображено в циклічних моделях історії. 

Висновки. Тут висвітлено конфуціанську концепцію людини в доціньський період, підкреслюючи 

центральне місце людини у філософських роздумах. Конфуціанські мислителі ставили людину в центр 

етичних та соціальних міркувань, наголошуючи на важливій ролі освіти та морального виховання у 

розвитку людського потенціалу. Людина розглядалася і як компонент природного порядку, і як активний 

агент соціального життя. Доціньська конфуціанська система є складною філософською системою, де 

людина є головним осередком моральної та соціальної відповідальності. Наголошується важливість освіти 

та саморозвитку, здатності людини до самовдосконалення як умов побудови гармонійного та стабільного 

суспільства. 
Ключові слова: людина; людська особистість; антропоцентризм; конфуціанська філософія; доціньська 

думка 
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