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On the Relationship between Confucianism
and Human Rights

Qingju Qiao (Nankai University, China)

l Key Word : Confucianism, Human rights, Concept epistemology, The fourth

generation human rights.

In the Enlightenment movement in Western Europe between the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, Confucianism played an important role as “Reason”
and inspired Western European Enlightenment philosophy. The French
Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789) absorbed Confucianism
within itself, as did the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, issued by the
United Nations in 1948. But, in China, by contrast, and somewhat ironically,
since the beginning of its modern period in 1840, what intellectuals did was to
criticize —and, indeed, to erase — Confucianism from its ideological tradition, in
order to introduce ideas about human rights into China. Since the 1990s, on the
other hand, there are quite a few American and Chinese Confucian researchers,
who have been advancing the conflicting view that there are Confucian human-

rights ideas which are much richer in content than their western counterparts in
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the history of Chinese thought. Using a theory-of-concept epistemology as my
methodology, T would like to point out, however, that these are not thoughts
about human rights. If they are confused with the latter it will result in a
misunderstanding of both Confucianism and the ideology of human rights, and,
at the same time, will place the development of human rights in the world in an
unfavorable situation. Nevertheless, this does not mean that Confucianism cannot
make a contribution to human rights. As humanity is now being confronted with
severe ecological crises and other problems, we can, by adopting Confucianism,
reconstruct the idea of human rights by placing the human being into the entire
framework of society and nature, and, thus, to create the fourth generation of

human rights.



