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How are the Chinese Relational Self and Individual Self Reconciled?

The Evolution and Transformation of Confucian Ethical Spirituality

GUO Si-ping HUO Yu-shan
(School of Education, Guangzhou University, Guangzhou Guangdong 510006, China)

Abstract: The increasing incidence of psychological disorders stemming from a sense of meaninglessness in
modern Chinese society is, in essence, an issue of spiritual deficiency. It is noteworthy that Western research on
spirituality often presupposes an individual as an “1” with space for free development, constructing an inner
world centered on the “autonomous self”. In traditional Confucian culture, however, individual independence is
subsumed under the collective personality, leaving little room for the development of an “autonomous self” in
traditional Chinese society. Numerous anthropological studies indicate that culture is a key variable in shaping
the collective spirituality of pre-modern societies. Similarly, the realization of spirituality for both traditional and
modern Chinese is intimately tied to Confucian ethical culture. This article first expounds on the connotations of
and distinctions between personal spirituality and cultural spirituality. It then reveals the defining characteristics
of Confucian ethical spirituality from a cultural perspective, and discusses its evolution, the concurrent rise of
modern personal spirituality, and the ensuing conflict between the two during China’ s modernization. Finally, it
proposes practical pathways for this modern transformation in response to the conflict.

Key words: spirituality; personal spirituality; cultural spirituality; Confucian ethical spirituality
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