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Fresh light on Confucian ethics

Most of the nations in the world attained their
political independence after World War [II. Then these
countries have intended economic independence and
development. but many of them are still suffering from
poverty and economic backwardness, Through the first
and second o0il crisises from the 1970's to the early
1980's, only newly industrializing countries in Asia
could join in the world industrial cowmmunity., and the
other developing countries dropped out. Thus the era
that Japan had been regarded for a long time as an
exception of succesful modernization in Asia was over
by the end of 1960's. Asian NICs in the 1970's, the
coastal regions of China mainland in the 1980's, and
even Vietnam in the 1990's, have faced economic
development.

As the 21st century approaches, the focus of world
economic activity is eclearly shifting from the West to
Japan and a handful of newly industrializing countries
on the East Asian fringe. Since 1983, the Cast Asian
nations, including Japan, have come to surpass Europe
in terms of respective shares of U.S5. foreign trade.
What this means 1s that the world's largest volume of
economic activity now flows from East Asia across the
Pacific.

In this situation. a new approach is being made to
the East Asian problems both in Japan(1) and
abroard--namely attempts to explore a key to the
economic development ef the region ia the context of
its definition as the Confucisn Culture Area. Highly
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sephistcated academic udies have recently © been
started with a iew to throwing fresh light on
Confucian ethics. and exploring the traditions and
spirit ich oontribute o modernization,
industrialization and economicc development in  East
Asia. Japanese journalism sometimes discusses

se-called Confucian Capitalism. (2}

What is the Confucian Culture Area?

If East Asia is defined as a Chinese Cu =& Arca
or a “Kanji” (Chin character) Culture Area. or. aft
its simplest level. the “Chopstick Culture.” apart from
the “"Three Chinas™(3)(the Poapln's ) ' of China.
Taiwan Kong), it includes such countries as
Japan. the Republic of Korea. the People's Republic of
Korea, Singapore and Vietnam, .« en the overseas
Chinese copmmunities in Sonth east Asia.

However. Confucian Culturs Area 1is a term that
must be examined with clese critical scrutiny. First,
we must at all times be concious of the fact that we
easily fall P to trite cultural anthropel “cal
formulas. A second *oblem in promoting the idea of a
Confucian Cultural Area is recognizing the fact that
Confucian culture, in actuality., has wno meaningtul
direct 1nfulence on 1 naoamic development in Last
Asia. In this respect, C(onfucian cultur ans the
common historical experiences of Confucian othics and
1 which have influenced East Asian society. It
dose nat mean Confucianism auid the study of The

Analects of Confucius. for there are ro direct liokages

between Confucianism and economic development. It can
1
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be said that traditional Confucian gulture itself is

gradually dying out in East Asla.

On this point, Professor Donald Dore, an autheor of

a book on Ja a 's economic development with respect to
Confucian culture(4d), said."By Confucian c¢culture 1
intend semething like the following:'a core complex of
values, beliefs and customs which have characterized
the dominant sectorsi{classes/regions) of the society,
and which havr reinforced by reference to people,
traditir~s or scriptures which have explicitly called
th . s Confucipn.'” (5)

. People's Republc China, measwhile, despite its
official adoption of the sov-called “Reform and Open
Door” policv for ronization, and its vecent drive
for cconomic growth, still has = long ay to go before
it achieves a transformation ia industrial structure,
and it would be unrealistic tp describe China today as
pn industrial s y. North Korea also lags screly in
terms of indust ial development, particularly in
comparison with South Xorea. Vietnam is now becoming a
country attractin ons:derable attenti in terms of
ecomomic development, but its level of ecounomic
activity is very low. What should be noted here is the
fact that er theugh some c¢ountries have Confucian
traditions. it 1s quite diff? to succeed 1n  any
v 3 ard moderaization ant economic development as

long as it works t a socialist system,

Reality in East Asia and modernization theories



g ract he East Asian countries are making

remarkable progress in terms of econ = elopment
today, would mean that tha actual reality of these
tountries has already putstripped moder satic

thieories.
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Keedless to say., Marxiswm, socialism., or a theory
of planned ecouomy are no Jlonger valid mpdels far
modernization. The American model for modernization
based on rationalism. or pragmetism, aimed at a highly
consumptive mass sagciet llas been in a stalemate in
ihese days.

However, there is a more comprehensive thought of

modernization. That 1is M x Jdel 's theory. In his
famous writi Ethics of Protestantism and Spirit of

Capitalism and Confucianism and Taeism, (H) Weber wrote

that modernization and induszirialization «could be
attained only in 1 tern socipty where the
asceticism and willingness to work. symbalizea by the "P
rotestant work ethic.” were regarded as a nucleus value
controlled by the strict @thos of Puritanism named “Welt
ablehnung” ( ~tjon of mundane world). de, at the
same time, tested the question of why Confrcian
rationalism, which approaves gain and affirms the
mundane world optimistically. cannot lead to the growth
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of modern in constrast with the @ 1
Puritariati er Protestant society in which gain ‘s
vgenied and the mundane world is strictly rejected.
Nevertheless. beyond his estimation. the so called
Confucian countries in East Asia have begun to show a
very high posibility actually in developing their
capi 1 ecoromies from the 1980's down to the 21zt

century.



Characteristics among nations

As noted earlier, the Confucian Culture Area might
alternately be recognized as Chopstick ™ lture.
Yet despite this blanket categorization, indivisual
ceuntries demonstrate theipr own particularities. The
Chinese prefer o g. thick chopstics which they reuse
indefinitely. J »anese tend titoward shorter, thinner
chopsticks made of natural wood which are dispesed
after a single use, 11le Koreans ept for thin,
metallic(si chops*icks. This same nonuniformity
exists in ma ters of Confucian ethics: e¢ach country
fo'" ws C ucian doctorine according to Its  own
individual interpretations.

The Cr uncian virtues themselves are interpretated
in varying manuners in China and Japan. and also o

ch and North Korea and othner countries. Confucian
doctrine is primarily sed on twe principles: loyalty
and fi iil piety. These in turn are sustained by five
virtues: benevolence. duty. ritual, wisdom and t st

Traditionally, Japan and Korea have attached greater

importance to the principle of loyalty than ¢

According to Dr. Yoshio Takeuchi,. T of an
authoritative work The Spirit of Confucianism on the
Confucian spirit: “Whereas C(Chinese Confucian ethics
have focused on the f¢ . 5nd the concept of filial
piety. in Japan s athics ha e advocated
principally in terms of the nationa e and loyalty

rather than filial piety.” (7)
While the social empihasis on filial piety has =zer
greatly diminished in modern Japanese society. it

continues on in a deeply ra level 1n South Korea.




where respect for elders remains an ingrained
tradition.

Among his five enumerated wvirtues, Confucius
himself assigned highest wvalue to “benevolence,"” which
he defined as sincerity deriving from man's intrinsic
emotions., In Japan, however, the idea of benevolence,
which is the wellspring of humanitarianism in the
Confucian context, has had only limited appeal. [n
constract, it is valued extremely highly in traditional
China.

The virtue defined as “ritual” is generally

ingrained in society as a norm of behavior established

through habitual custom. As a social standard, stress
on ritual is identifiable in all nations in the
Confucian Culture Area. It is perhaps most strongly
present in China. In modern Japan, the highest
Con ian virtue would appear to be “duty.”

Even with these great mutual ditferences, however,
we cannot help but note that the fact the nations of
thu Confucian Culture Area, as a whole, are
experiencing great economic development as present.

Cg%scian culture and economic development

Now let me o ipon some important aspects of
Confucian culture with respect to economic development.

The most distinctive feature of Confucian culture,
in my supposititr , is the social order based on family
collectivism or small groups irating in the
soriety. (8)Iun his recent book, Professor Il-gon Kim

sal1 , “In East Asia. successful develepment of economy
_6_
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was brought about by the cultural background of
Confucian collectivism which affected the capitalist
systems.” (9) This 1s an interesting observation, It
suggests that collectivism tied +o Confucian ethics may
be an imporiant factor be 4 the eccnomic gevelopment

of countries in E

Family collectiviswm, furthermore, affects more
than just labor organization, As Japan's enormous
business corporaticns clearly demeustrate. family

collectivism alsce sets a standard for corporate

management through the organization of an entire gronp

1if tyle. embracing the corporate members as well as
their families. The genealogy of the powerful
merchants of the early Edo Period who came to form
Mitsui., Sumic and other big businesses known in
Japanese as Z.ibatswL provides evidence aof this
L and the same proucess 1s so2en in the case of
South Korea's finmancial 1 titutions as well. tlere it

is also important to note that the Confucian Doctocrine

of "following the widdle p " or seeking “harmony,"”
or Wa 1in ~ e. serves an important cohesive and
harmonizing role in corporate activities. It is not
impossible, even. tc gnize the lifelong employment
system ar individual corperate labor anion as

manifestations of Confucian thought.

A second distinguishing feature of the Confucian
culture Area is its strong emphasi on learning. The
necessity to master anj characters, there are
thousands. has played a particularly =«ffective rele
both educationally and socially in all natiouns
belonging to the arsa. With the zxceptien of the Chias
mainland unde:r tue socialist regime, the nations in the
Confucian Cuitura Areca al! boast high levels ol gereral
e¢ducation and high literacy rates, which are ultimately
attributable to the Confuciau emphasis on education.

7_



Accordingly. knowledge intensified soil exists on bceth
cantral and local levels in present-day Japan, Taiwan.
South )y ea, and other regions in & Asia. Jeedle:

to say. the existence of such a foundation is a&ssential
in the de opmer of know how uneeded for modernization

and industrialization.,

The third and nst fmportant point is that
Confucilanism was originally more a code of ethigs than
a religion. Professor Leon Vandermeersch, after
sharply analyzing the assence of Confucianism

associated with economic development to be “famille mi
Iyv)," “rite.,” and “tandarinate(high-orfficialdom
burceaucracy),” says. “"one of the distinctive characters
of the Confucian system of comwunality 1< being
campletely free from religious belief."(10) Because it
is not a reiligion in the strict sense of the word,
S0 nism has coexisted in Japan with Shintoism. and
in China with Taociswm. In other words., Confucianism is

in  extremely int” doctorine--a set of soccial
porms  or moral laws ravher than a religicus ftaith.
This coexsistence with oth - iuns  and its  own
nonrestrictive religious nature are the decisive
elements that separate Confucianism from raligions such
as Islam or Catholicism. And it wcould seem that this
liberal code of ethical behavior, 1in c¢onjunciion with
the aforementioned distiagnishing traits of Confacian
culture and its inherent worldly rationalism, inspires
a sense of practical realism and er ricism which secve
a major function in laying the foundation for an
industrialized society.

In the meantime, there is the famous book Rongo to

rara ararinas s LHE Analects of Confucius and an  Abacus)

written hy the Japanese business pioneer Eiichi

Shibusawa, who learned Sekimon Shingaku. a new Japaneswy

Confucian school affirming the thoughts of “ri(protit)”
~ 8




and exerting influence on the chonin(townspeople) class
in the middle of the Edo Peried. and positively re-read

The Analects of Confucius to remove the Confucian

interpretations of the Chu-tzu School and consider the

Jingi(a code of conduct) and fuki L and high rank)
compatible. The two ideas of business recognized in

this book, i.e.,giri-ryozen(integrating morality and

profit) #nd chifu-keikoku(running the state by r i

the weal h) should help tou cast new i on the

up-to-date framework ef Confucian 1t 1

Conclusion

Needless to say. merely pointing to Confucian
cultural influence does mnot provide all the answers
when attempting to analyze the economic and social
development of Japan and the NICs in East Asia.

Indeed., the economic backwardness of o North
Korea and Vietnam with comparison to Asian NICs might
better be understood in terms of the problems inherent
in their socialist ' tical systems. Concerning
Japan, success must be attributed to its total
acceptence of modern European ideals. culture, science
and technology after the i Restoration. as well as
to such basic and logicsl factors as the domestic
reforms implemented after World War II and the enormons
influence exerted by contemporary American industrial
civilization.

Like this. numerous factors contribute to social
and economic development in each countries. But once
the economic take-off has begun, Confucian culture
definitely provides a positive environment for its

enhancement.




(1) In Japan, “Comparative Studies on Economic and

Social Development and Modernization in East
Asia" (abbreviated as “Comparative Studies on East
Asia") was organized for 1987=1991, as a large scale
joint research project of Scientific Research on
Priority Areas sponsored by the Minstry of Education,
Culture and Science. I was Chief Coordinator for this

preject.
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