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Aspiration, Learning, Reflection and Practice: the Self-Cultivation Approach

of Pre-Qin Confucianism

YU Xin
(School of Marxism, Liaocheng University, Liaocheng 252059, China)

Abstract: The self-cultivation approach of Pre-Qin Confucianism delineates the fundamental path and
key components for fully exerting subjective agency in the process of self-cultivation. “Setting the mind on
benevolence” serves as the directional guide for self-cultivation, emphasizing the steadfast commitment of
the will to “benevolence” and its unwavering adherence. “Learning to attain Dao” and “reflecting to
achieve sageliness” represent the recognition and internalization of benevolence. “Practical action and
personal experience” embodies the externalization and realization of benevolence, constituting the most
essential method of self-cultivation. Aspiration, learning, and reflection must ultimately be translated into
practical action. The process of self-cultivation is inherently one of continuous practice and experiential
engagement. The self-cultivation approach of Pre-Qin Confucianism laid the foundation and prototype for
ancient Chinese moral education through self-guided methods, exerting a profound historical influence on
the shaping of the national character and spirit of the Chinese people over the past two millennia.
Moreover, they continue to offer valuable insights and reference for civic moral construction and individual
self-improvement in the new era.

Keyword: Pre-Qin Confucianism; self-cultivation; self-fulfillment
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