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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to show that the concept Jen and Li can be applied as the social 

and political principles in Confucianism. The research question is „why the practice of 

Jen and Li can help to overcome social conflict and political issues? The tentative 

solution is that   the social and political problems can be lessened to some extend and 

peace and unity of society can be enjoyed, by understanding and practicing Jen and Li. 

To achieve the aim of research, the descriptive and evaluative methods are used. This 

paper will contribute to people that the attitudes such as, filial piety, fraternity, 

sympathetic emotion to others, mutual respect are necessary to improve social and 

political welfare. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Chinese philosophy was generally placed in a category of humanism. Humanism has 

dominated Chinese thought from the beginning of its history. It was an outgrowth of historical 

and social changes but not of speculation. Humanism reached its climax in Confucius. 

Confucianism is unique because though its aim was not religious, it has taken the place of 

religion in China. Confucianism however is a complex system of moral, social, political, and 

religious thought that underlies Chinese culture. Early Confucian focused primarily on human 

relationships in the socio political context. Later Confucian also discussed the relationship 

between Heaven, Earth and humanity. 

 In the Confucian tradition, human relationship and the role of moral virtue are 

undertaken as crucial problems by reason of human beings exist in a social context in their 

daily lives inevitably. This paper will focus on the social and political formation of Confucius. 

The aim of this paper is an attempt to find out the prominent moral principles such as Jen and 

Li in the social and political thoughts of Confucianism. 

 

A Study on the Social and Political Concepts of Confucianism 

 In Confucius‟ moral philosophy, the most significant concepts are Jen (humaneness), Yi 

(righteousness), Li (behavioral Propriety) and Chih (wisdom). These ideas are important 

starting points in the Confucian ideal of cultivated human socio-ethical behavior. Of these four, 

the understanding of two basic concepts, Jen and Li are particularly important in its social and 

political spheres. Understanding and practicing Jen and Li is necessary for overcoming social 

conflicts and political issues which are common due to a lack of filial piety, loyalty, mutual 

respect and integrity. 

Jen as Social and Political Concept   

 The concept of Jen originally referred to the benevolent attitude of the ruler towards his 

followers. It meant represented a human relationship between individual and individual or a 

minimum unit of society. However, its meaning can be expanded out and applied to other 
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levels: between individual and group or between groups and groups such as social classes or 

countries. The aspect of Jen can be seen as three ideas: „Jen as to love all humanity‟; „Jen as 

the Confucian Golden Rule‟; and „Jen as ethical wisdom‟. Thus it can be defined as „perfect 

virtue‟. 

 The cultivation of Jen begins with the development of family relationships with their 

correlating emotions and special obligations. Therefore it is said that Xiao (filial piety) and Di 

(brotherly respect) are the roots of Jen and, by extension, filial piety and other familial ties are 

a primary fact of human existence.
2
 At this point, it is undeniable that the family context 

provides the first environment for moral development of all individuals. 

 In the Confucian Golden Rule, Chung and Shu stand for two dimensions, positive and 

negative aspects respectively. Shu means “Do not do to others what you do not wish yourself”. 

It is a fundamental significance and captures the essence of the Golden Rule. Chung means 

“conscientiousness to others”, “Do to others what you wish yourself”. Chung means the full of 

development of one‟s mind and Shu means the extension of that mind to another. Some of the 

later Confucianists noticed that the practice of Chung and Shu as “the principle of applying a 

measuring square”
3
 It is a principle by which everybody uses a standard to regulate individual 

conduct. Both the structure of Chung and Shu involve the fostering of mutually benefiting 

relationship. To follow this practice the cultivation of mutually satisfying and beneficial 

relationship is enhanced in society. 

Moreover there are many statements by Confucius concerning how Jen shows itself in the 

life of the individual. In the Analects (17:6), Confucius said as follows; 

One who can practice five things wherever he may be is “a man of humanity”. Tzu-

chang asked what the five are. Confucius said, “Earnestness, liberality, truthfulness, 

diligence and generosity. If one is earnest one will not be treated with disrespect. If one 

is liberal, one will win the hearts of all. If one is truthful, one will be trusted. If one is 

diligent, one will be successful. And if one is generous, one will be able to enjoy the 

service of others.
4
 

This shows that if one wishes for oneself to be „a person of Jen‟, he or she has to 

cultivate his or her moral conduct with five attitudes: deference, tolerance, making good on 

one‟s word, diligence and generosity. For Confucius, this applies to the ideal life of every 

person either a common person or a ruler. In this respect, these five attitudes which lead one to 

become „a person of Jen‟ represents not only moral cultivation of laymen in their social lives, 

but the moral cultivation of government in their governance. 

Confucius believed that when virtuous person lead by moral example, good 

government would follow naturally. “If a ruler himself is upright, all will go well without 

orders. But if he himself is not upright, even though he gives orders they will not be obeyed.
5
 

Confucius is emphasizing the fact that all people, whether ruler or ruled should understand the 

need for morality and willingly lead a good life than to be forced to obey rules and regulations 

without proper understanding. Jen is to closely relate with the attitudes of self-analogy or 

sympathetic emotion to others. Thus in order to cultivate to be „a person of Jen‟, one needs to 

encourage the innate or sympathetic nature of human beings. 
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Li as Social and Political Concept 

 The term Li was used in several meanings. It referred to as the „Son of Heaven‟. 

Confucius believed that humans are inherently social beings and adherence to Li would ensure 

harmony. In this discussion the term Li means ritual consciousness or behavioral propriety. It 

represents the forms in which human actions are supposed to follow and include behaviors 

such as: „respect for ritual‟ or „the proper way of doing things in deepest sense‟. The term Li in 

this context refers to the normative codes of conduct in Chinese society. For Confucius, Li 

represent the ideal standard for religious, moral and social conduct. It is in part associated with 

ancient behavioral norms, so it evokes a sense of conservatism. It may also means “social 

order”, “social institutions and conventions”, or “all regulations that arise from man-to-man 

relations”.
6
   

 Confucius emphasized the role of the individual in practicing Li. The key point of 

practicing Li depends on every individual having the will to follow it without any doubt. In 

other words, not over-doing effort is needed to practice Li. The person who can follow Li 

becomes „a person of Jen‟. Moreover, Li as the meaning of propriety plays an important role in 

not only common social relationships, but also in diplomatic relations. The ruler is considered 

an ideal person, one who can fulfill his duties or obligations by practicing Li for his citizens. 

Hence it can be said that practicing Li is crucial for sustaining the balance between social 

welfare and political activities. 

 The norms of Li lead to correct behavior in a range of relational contexts. Li has a 

social dimension because it introduces a level of good manners in one‟s interactions with 

others. Thus the concept of Li in Confucianism plays in important role in Chinese society. 

Another meaning of Li is sacrifice, which refers to the ritual used in sacrifice and later, was 

extended to cover every ceremony and courtesy. The foundation of Li is respect. A proper 

understanding of Li is thus essential today where cultures interact and interchange. Li is also a 

reminder to respect each other‟s culture and belief. 

Confucius envisioned proper government being guided by the principles of Li. In the 

Analects (2:3), Confucius said the role of practicing Li as follows;    

“Lead the people with the governmental measures and regulate them by law and 

punishment, and they will have no sense of honor and shame. Lead them with virtue and 

regulate them by the rules of propriety (li), and they will have a sense of shame and, 

moreover, set themselves right.”
7
  

It means the government should lead people with excellent virtue and maintain order 

through observing ritual propriety so that they will develop a sense of shame, and moreover, 

maintain order themselves. Overall, Confucians believed governments should place more 

emphasis on Li and rely much less on penal punishment. It can be said that Li is the primary 

concept in Confucianism because one can learn about Jen through observing and practicing Li. 

It means Jen manifests only by practicing Li. Both Jen and Li comprise the essence of 

Confucian philosophy. The study of Jen and Li motivates further enquiry into issues related 

with the impact of social and ethical contexts. 
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CONCLUSION 

One of the characteristics of Chinese philosophy is to cultivate man to become superior 

person (sage). It is because the sages have to practice their moral cultivation as well as have to 

cultivate their abilities in social affairs. So Confucius‟ philosophy is recognized as humanistic 

social philosophy. The central idea of Confucianism is to cultivate moral attitudes and 

behaviors that lead them to have humanness (human heartedness). Confucianism emphasized 

the balance between individual integrity and social harmony.  Confucius thus tried to find a 

way out of the social condition of the times. Yet it is said that his goal is to seek order and 

harmony in one‟s life, relationship with society and the universe. 

Confucius‟ ethical concept Jen and Li tend toward both individual and human beings. 

When each individual acts morally in all areas of social relations and behaves respectfully 

others, there will be no social problems. Therefore according to Confucius to achieve peace in 

the world, it is necessary to put right one‟s heart, cultivate his personal life and regulate family 

life properly. If there is harmony in every family then there is unity in the whole society 

because the family is the basic unit of society. 

Human beings living in a society have an obligation to cooperate with the others and 

live in harmony with them. The present situation has become more urgent to be able to provide 

intellectual and moral guidance for all because of cultural diversity and social discrimination. 

By practicing Jen and Li, the social and political problems decrease to some extend and peace 

and unity of society can be enjoined. Thus, Jen and Li are ethically and socially supportive. In 

addition, understanding and practicing Jen and Li lead to one‟s self-control, and thus an 

individual cannot act with extremes in social dealings. Accordingly, everyone needs to 

understand what is good or proper in relation with other as he or she is a member of a society. 
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