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Living Well Together Online: Digital Wellbeing
from a Confucian Perspective

MATTHEW DENNIS AND ELENA ZILIOTTI

ABSTRACT The impact of social media technologies (SMTs) on digital wellbeing has become
an increasingly important puzzle for ethicists of technology. In this article, we explain why
individualised theories of digital wellbeing (DWB) can only solve part of this puzzle. While an
individualised conception of DWB is useful for understanding online self-regulation, we contend
that we must seek greater understanding of how SMTs connect us. To build an account of this,
we locate the conceptual resources for our account in Confucian ethics. In contrast to individualised
conceptions of human flourishing that are found in the Western tradition, Confucian thinkers
strongly emphasise that individuals cannot flourish alone, but need wider social structures (part-
ner, family, society, nation). Not only do strands of Confucian ethics explain how individuals are
defined by the roles they take up in relationships, but this perspective also makes practical sugges-
tions for how these roles can be cultivated. We conclude our article by identifying the Confucian
notions that seem to have most promise for the future design of SMTs.

1. Introduction

Ethicists of digital wellbeing (DWB) contend that the widespread use of online technolo-
gies fundamentally changes our understanding of human flourishing. These ethicists typ-
ically follow Christopher Burr and Luciano Floridi’s influential definition of DWB as the
‘impact that digital technologies, such as social media, smartphones, and AI, have had on
our wellbeing and our self-understanding of what it means to live a life that is good for us
in an increasingly digital society’.1 Online technologies affect our DWB in various ways,
but one underexplored way relates to how these technologies connect us to one another.
Social media technologies (SMTs) exemplify this capacity insofar as they are designed
to connect users on many levels.2 While social media companies often speak of the eman-
cipatory potential of bringing us together, it has become increasingly apparent that the
ways SMTs do this can be inimical to the DWB of at least some users. Since users remain
connected for much of their waking lives, SMTs subject them to intense new social pres-
sures that show signs of compromising their DWB in myriad ways. Numerous psycholog-
ical studies confirm that chronic distraction, self-esteem issues, depression, and fear of
missing out (FOMO) can at least partly be attributed to the unwieldy ways that SMTs
connect us.3 This research reveals negative sides to social connectedness, which is often
viewed as valuable in other areas of our lives. Innumerable studies by ethnologists, psy-
chologists, and ethicists support the idea that social connectedness is an integral part of
human flourishing. So why does social connectedness affect the DWB of (at least some)
SMT users so negatively? And why do many threats to DWB seem to relate – directly or
indirectly – to how we are connected to other users via SMTs?

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which
permits use and distribution in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no
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We contend that many challenges for DWB stem from how social media services are
currently designed. Today’s designs are typically highly individualistic, despite the pro-
viders of these services lauding the value of connectivity. This can be seen in the design
of SMTs themselves (individual avatars, personal accounts, etc.), as well as in the reme-
dial tools that tech companies have started building to improve DWB. Both operate with
an atomised conception of personhood, one in which a user’s DWB is regarded as their
own personal concern and responsibility. Google’s ‘Digital Wellbeing Tools’, to take
one of many examples, illustrate this well. We contend that such individualistic
approaches to DWB are in danger of stymying the development of practical initiatives that
could improve DWB to a significant degree. Simultaneously, adopting an individualistic
solution to DWB hampers our ability to understand the role of social connection in
flourishing.4

While a strikingly individualistic approach to DWB is endorsed by today’s SMT pro-
viders, precisely the same tendency can be seen in academic approaches to this topic. Like
the approaches to DWB offered by social media providers, an individualised approach
pervades much theoretical discussion.5 In each of these cases, DWB (or its cognates) is
viewed as an individual endeavour: a task and an achievement for which users must take
personal responsibility. Although some have pointed out the limits of thinking of DWB
in these terms,6 ethicists and human–technology interaction (HTI) theorists still over-
whelmingly understand DWB from an individualistic point of view or understand social
connection in the most general of terms. For example, in their recent collaboration with
Richard Ryan, Raphael Calvo and Dorian Peters use self-determination theory (SDT)
to underwrite what has swiftly become one of the most influential theories of DWB, one
that unites ‘motivation’, ‘engagement’, and ‘thriving’ in what Ryan, Calvo, and Peters call
the ‘METUX model’.7 While METUX discusses ‘relatedness’, it says relatively little
about how this applies to SMTs, saying only that we can be connected well or badly.When
discussing social interactions on Facebook, for example, these scholars acknowledge that
‘connectedness to others’ is important, but METUX does not offer a full conceptual
framework that explains how salutary social connections can be maintained online. We
aim to do both these things.8

In what follows, we contend that an individualised approach is eminently unsuitable for
tackling problems relating to DWB, especially those problems relating to how SMTs con-
nect users. Our aim is to explain why theDWBof any one user cannot be isolated from the
online behaviour of others and why a successful theory of DWB must be able to explain
how social connectivity can be harnessed in ways that improve the quality of our online
lives.9 To do this, we draw on the resources of Confucian ethics and the empirical
resources of moral psychology. From a Confucian point of view, human beings grow eth-
ically and emotionally when they are shaped by (and, in turn, shape) their family, society,
and larger community structures.10 Not only does Confucian ethics offer a set of collectiv-
ist ethical resources, but these resources are strikingly congruent with the most up-to-date
empirical findings on the value of social connectedness for living well. Given the impor-
tance of social connectedness to DWB, we believe that a Confucian approach is especially
suitable for explaining how we can flourish with online technologies. Confucian ethicists
explain in great detail why living well depends on our relationships with others, so it is use-
ful to apply Confucian insights to design the social connections of the next generation
of SMTs.

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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We proceed as follows. In the next section, we identify the key problems with an indi-
vidualistic approach to DWB, explaining why such approaches cannot do justice to the
hyperconnected nature of SMTs. Drawing on the Confucian understanding of the good
life, in Section 3 we argue that social connectedness is a powerful engine driving our eth-
ical development.We thenmove to isolate what Confucian accounts of human flourishing
have to offer current accounts of DWB, focusing on Confucian conceptions of social
roles, rituals, and ethical connectedness. We conclude by sketching how Confucian
insights into DWB could contribute to the design of future SMTs, as well as in improving
our understanding of DWB from a theoretical point of view.

2. Problems with Individualised Approaches to Digital Wellbeing

Social media companies and their PR gurus often emphasise how their technologies pro-
vide powerful tools for generating and maintaining social connection. Prima facie,
Facebook’s and Instagram’s emphasis on social connectedness should be embraced, as
this fits with the latest empirical findings that social connectedness is a key aspect of living
well online.11 Nevertheless, today’s SMTs are designed according to a relatively atomised
conception of human flourishing. We suggested that this is illustrated by both the design
of SMTs in general and in the specific DWB tools that have been created to mitigate neg-
ative effects of SMT use. The design of each of these tools presupposes that DWB is the
user’s own concern and responsibility, which can be improved through one’s own per-
sonal effort. If this analysis is correct, then we should be wary about the promises that
social media companies make about social connectivity because they are in tension with
the highly individualistic design of SMTs.

So, what are the problems with an individualised approach to the design of SMTs and to
current DWB tools? In what follows, we identify three key problems with the design of
today’s SMTs, each of which affects the DWB of users while also hampering their ability
to connect with other users in prosocial ways.

2.1. Problem 1: Unstructured Social Connection on SMTs

The first problem concerns how today’s SMTs are designed in order to facilitate social con-
nection. These technologies make social connection – or at least the simulacrum of it12 –
unprecedentedly easy, which is evidenced by the huge numbers of connections that many
SMT users maintain. While some SMT providers only offer asymmetrical connections,
others offer fully fledged symmetrical connections in order to replicate offline social reci-
procity. Twitter and Instagram are conceived according to an asymmetrical-connection
model because their social connections take the form of ‘followers’ or ‘fans’. Facebook,
by contrast, employs a symmetrical-social-connection model. Its ‘friend’ function is
designed to facilitate mutual reciprocity and solicitude between users, replicating offline
friendship. Given that asymmetrical social relations require less effort and engagement than
symmetrical ones, social relations on Twitter or Instagram can be sustained at far greater
numbers than on Facebook.

Evolutionary anthropologists estimate the upper limit ofmeaningful social relationships
any one human being can sustain is around the 150–300 mark.13 Given that many users
have considerably more social connections than this, it is no wonder that trying to

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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maintain many social connections has a great impact on DWB. Even users of SMTs that
employ a symmetrical connection model may find themselves with fewer quality online
relationships precisely because they try to sustain somany. Given the severe consequences
for DWB of having toomany – or at least toomany unstructured – social connections, one
upshot is that SMT providers might do better payingmore attention to the quality of these
connections. We will return to this question in the final sections.

Since symmetrical social connections – such as those found on Facebook – resemble
offline relationships more closely (reciprocity, solicitude, fellow feeling, etc.), we will
focus on these kinds of relationships. Despite Facebook’s limit on the number of symmet-
rical relationships any one user can create, being so socially connected has consequences.
In fact, each of the key challenges the recent psychological literature identifies for DWB
can be traced to the capacity of SMTs to connect users at unprecedented levels. The
potential for chronic distraction is multiplied when users have massive numbers of social
connections. Self-esteem issues are compounded when SMTs provide more available
comparisons.14 FOMO becomes common when users are invited to more events than
they could ever possibly attend or are bombarded with status updates. In each of these
cases, at least part of the problem is the number of social connections that SMTs make
possible.

Understanding that having numerous ‘friends’ challenges the DWB of some users fits
with the insights of evolutionary anthropologists. We saw above that these researchers
posit an upper limit of meaningful social relationships that is far less than Facebook’s
5000 friends, so we might think it prudent to act on their advice by limiting online social
connections to around 300. Nevertheless, as mentioned above, the providers of SMTs are
highly motivated not to do this because users that have large numbers of social connec-
tions have many more interactions, which generates more valuable data. This means that
finding a way tomaintain large numbers of social connections, while improving the quality
of these connections, would be useful, both for SMT providers and to users. One way to
think about this would be to think about how social connections are structured. Currently,
even symmetrical SMTs are designed so that any one user can connect with any other in
ways that often fail to mimic the complex social structures of offline life. Section 4 returns
to this problem to explore how a Confucian approach may enable us to structure our
online social connections in ways that ensure both a high level of social connection and
a high level of DWB.15

2.2. Problem 2: Neglecting Contextual Conditions That Facilitate Social Connection

The second key problem is that current versions of SMTs have difficulty in recreating the
‘contextual features’ of offline social connections, in other words, the distinctive features
(such as emotions, physical presence, and other contextual factors) that facilitate salutary
offline social connections with others. Many problems relating to DWB can be traced to
how SMTs face technological difficulties in recreating these factors with anything like
the richness of flesh-and-blood social connections.
Take emotions, for example. According to LaviniaMarin and Sabine Roeser, SMTs ‘fos-
ter a rationalistic bias and [have] an inclination towards less nuanced emotional expres-
sions’.16 Because today’s SMTs are designed to rely heavily on ‘textual
communication’, the emotional content that is the lifeblood of genuine social connection
disappears.17 To make matters worse, the attempts by designers of SMTs to replicate

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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emotional content with emoticons and other virtual nomenclature do little to stem the
tendency of SMTs to privilege the individual expression of extreme emotions.18 This is
perhaps one reason why the growing popularity of SMTs has not facilitated unity and
agreement in public debate, but rather fractiousness. Supporting Marin and Roeser’s
insights, Janna van Grunsven offers compelling arguments to show that the designers of
social technologies (SMTs, social robots, sex robots, etc.) would do well to make a greater
effort to replicate physical presence in their future creations. Physical presence, van
Grunsven argues, underlies social connection onmany levels. It better preserves the emo-
tional content of social interactions, for example. It also provides the conditions for
tactility,19 which much psychological literature shows has been a traditionally underva-
lued form of communication that is closely connected to human wellbeing.20

Other researchers point out that various situated contextual factors are important too.
These might include environmental cues, such as the room in which one is situated.
Under lockdown conditions, many of us will have experienced the difference between
communicating with colleagues in a bricks-and-mortar office and communicating with
them using video-calling technology. In the former case, we can be primed to behave in
certain professional ways due to the architecture of one’s work environment, seating plan,
and how our bodies are situated in a shared space with other bodies. When communicat-
ing with video-calling technology, these contextual factors disappear. Lockdown condi-
tions have required many of us to work in the home environment, to sit wearing
informal clothes for extended periods, and to converse with our colleagues as rectilinear
avatars on a two-dimensional screen. All these factors have been identified as detrimental
to our DWB.21

Looking ahead, some providers of SMTs are now trying to overcome the challenges of
screen-based media for DWB. Facebook’s purchase of Oculus in 2014 was reportedly
motivated by the view that future VR technologies will be able to facilitate social connec-
tion and to offer at least a simulacrum of face-to-face interaction. Supporting this, Wij-
nand IJsselsteijn and other HTI researchers have shown why this line of research might
be especially promising.22

2.3. Problem 3: The Paradox of Creating Social Connection Using Individual Identity

Our third and final criticism is more complex because it requires coming to grips with a
paradox. It concerns how SMTs are designed to encourage strong expressions of individ-
ual identity in order to facilitate and foster social connectivity. Despite the PR claims of
Facebook and Instagram, cited above, current SMTs are also designed in ways that
encourage users to express their individuality, even their most distinctive idiosyncrasies.
This creates a tension. On the one hand, the creators of SMTs emphasise their tools con-
nect users with one another, not only with friends and family members, but also otherwise
unknown users (fans and followers). On the other, SMTs are designed so that users
receive more attention when they express a strong sense of individual identity.23 By post-
ing more, or by posting in ways that will garner attention (controversial content, etc.),
users receive more feedback (likes, comments, retweets, etc.). Strong individual identity
can obviously take many forms, but pernicious forms have shown to be especially effective
at fuelling forms of social connectivity that stand to threaten DWB. In what follows, we
briefly explore the examples of ‘pro-ana’ or so-called ‘thinspiration’ social media avatars

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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to illustrate how pernicious online identities can affect the physical wellbeing of users,
before moving to explore how trolling challenges DWB specifically.

Despite recent attempts at industry regulation, one toxic identity that continues to be
found on social media platforms is avatars that depict and glorify anorexic bodies. These
avatars typically document an anorexic patient’s ‘journey’ (weight-loss, increasing muscle
or bone definition, etc.), which is scrutinised by others in the pro-ana community.
Because avatars generate intense online scrutiny, it should come as no surprise that they
become a strong source of identity for users.24 Thismeans themore pro-ana imagesmem-
bers of this community post, the more anorexic behaviours are reinforced (in the form of
likes, comments, retweets, etc.). What is especially tragic in the case of users who post
about their anorexia is that weight-loss behaviours are continually reinforced in a vicious
cycle.25 Posts that depict the most extremely anorexic bodies are not only liked and com-
mented onmore, but the algorithms that rank the content that is most liked and commen-
ted upon is prioritised in the newsfeeds of other users (leading to yet more likes and
comments). This leads to a toxic situation in which both the users and algorithms of
SMTs are directly geared to encourage users to keep posting increasingly extreme
content.

Pro-ana avatars illustrate how the current approach that SMTs adopt towards social
connectivity is closely tied to the strength of individual identity. The more users stand
out, the more their posts will be liked and shared, and the more social attention and con-
nections they will generate. In this case, the strength of individual identity is closely corre-
lated with the physical health of users. Users are encouraged to increase their social
connections by posting increasingly extreme content, which in turn will increasingly affect
their mental and physical health. This vicious cycle may well result in encouraging
anorexic users to act in ways that increasingly endanger their health.

3. Confucian Insights into Social Connectedness

Confucians view wellbeing as synonymous with moral flourishing. In other words, for the
Confucians, ‘the morally good life’ and ‘the good life’ are the same thing. This sets Con-
fucianism apart from some contemporary approaches to wellbeing, which view wellbeing
and morality as distinct domains. Despite this guiding principle, the Confucian notion of
wellbeing also entails a more mundane or ‘realistic’ aspect. The early Confucian masters
were keen observers of human nature, which can be seen by how many of today’s cutting-
edge insights in moral psychology have confirmed their earlier observations. In his book
on Confucian wellbeing, Confucian philosopher Richard Kim explains that the Confu-
cian’s normative reflections are supported by their observations of the needs and the nat-
ural conditions of human lives. As he puts it, the Confucian tradition ‘offers a reflective
account of what makes human lives go well or badly, identifying what they take as good
ingredients or elements of human lives, and how they hang together within human
communities’.26

From a Confucian standpoint, human flourishing requires individuals to develop those
character traits that are indispensable to achieve a good life. Character traits, such as
benevolence (ren仁), loyalty (xin信), harmony (he和), righteousness (yi義), but also filial
piety (xiao 孝), allow a fully morally developed person to think, feel, desire, and act in an
ethically appropriate manner. For the ancient Confucian master Mencius, all individuals

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.

6 Matthew Dennis and Elena Ziliotti

 14685930, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/japp.12627 by T

u D
elft, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/11/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



regardless of their social background are born with the equal potential to become morally
good.Mencius defines this idea through the metaphor of the four sprouts (duan端) of vir-
tue. Each human being is born with the sprouts of the virtues. ‘The mind’s feeling of pity
and compassion is the sprout of humanness (ren 仁); the mind’s feeling of shame and
aversion is the sprout of rightness (yi 義); the mind’s feeling of modesty and compliance
is the sprout of propriety (li 禮); the mind’s sense of right and wrong is the sprout of wis-
dom (zhi 智). Human beings have these four sprouts just as they have four limbs’.27

Nurturing one’s moral sensitivity requires personal effort, but the Confucians also
emphasise the importance of being situated in an environment conducive to this process.
Mencius illustrates this point with a rich agrarian metaphor. He writes:

In years of abundance, most of the young people have the wherewithal to be
good, while in years of adversity, most of them become violent. This is not a mat-
ter of a difference in the native capacities sent down byHeaven but rather of what
overwhelms their minds. Now, let barley be sown and covered with earth; the
ground being the same, and the time of planning also the same, it grows rapidly,
and in due course of time, it all ripens. Though there may be differences in the
yield, this is because the fertility of the soil, the nourishment of the rain and the
dew, and the human effort invested are not the same.28

Just like seeds need the right environmental conditions to grow, so, he claims, we need the
right environmental conditions for our natural moral sensitivity to be expressed.

So what kind of environment is conducive for humanwellbeing? For Confucians, moral
cultivation cannot occur in social isolation. In order to grow morally, human beings must
be situated in an appropriate social context. Confucian personhood is, as one commenta-
tor puts it, ‘irreducibly interpersonal’ because it is situated and shaped by social rela-
tions.29 Just like physical environments, the human self is inextricably intertwined with
its social context and human beings are likely to achieve wellbeing when they are situated
in relationships of care. Survival requires that basicmaterial needs aremet, but what is also
distinctive of humans is their need for affection and companionship so they can develop
mentally and progress morally. Such care is ultimately expressed through ren (仁), which
is often translated into English as ‘humanity’ or ‘benevolence’. Expressing ren implies, on
the one hand, helping others to establish and morally cultivate themselves and, on the
other hand, not to impose on others what one would not like to be imposed on oneself
(shu, 恕).30

What makes the Confucian view of wellbeing interesting for our purposes is that it is
based on a relational conception of the self. This fits with the observation that many of
us derive our identities through our relationships with groups, communities, and institu-
tions. These identities are often multiple and overlapping, as we share identities with our
family, religious community, nationality, college, ethnic or linguistic groups, even those
who support the same football teams.31 Empirical studies also confirm that involvement
in social relations is key to individual health.32 According to Debra Umberson et al.:
‘[h]umans are wired for social connection. Without social ties, distress emerges and
health fails. In this sense, social connection seems to be a biological imperative. Social ties
influence health in part through health behaviour, and this influence plays out across the
life course’.33

Yet not all social relations are equally conducive to personal growth. Confucians would
surely raise an eyebrow at the superficial nature of many connections that users develop on

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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SMTs and point out that being digitally connected is not sufficient to be personally con-
nected. By considering social relations as constitutive of the human self, contemporary
Confucian scholars claim that, even in a modern and technological world, wellbeing can
only be achieved in a social connection based on care. Developing human relationships
with a ‘personal connection’ is essential for human flourishing because humans have a
natural need for care and companionship. For example, when reflecting on the deploy-
ment of robots in the daily care of elderly persons, Sor-hoon Tan worries that the use of
care robots can overlook the need of elderly persons for human relationships. Not only
do elderly persons lack the means to overcome their possible physical and mental limita-
tions, they also need ‘companionship’ with another flesh-and-blood human being. Tan
writes: ‘She [the elderly person] needs someone in whom she could take an interest, some-
one who could share with her that person’s daily experience in the world in which she is no
longer as active, someone who has different perspectives, and life experience’.34

The Confucian view of wellbeing suggests it is paramount to reflect on the quality of the
connections and human relationships that are developed with SMTs. These technologies
give individuals unprecedented opportunities to maintain their social connections, even
when geographical proximity is not possible, but not all social connections developed
through SMTs are well described as ‘personal connections’. For example, most users
would agree that Facebook friends are not ‘real’ friends because these connections can
exist even without care or related kinds of solicitude (concern for welfare, nurturing,
etc.). This is not necessarily a problem; after all, many human interactions are based on
instrumental goals, but it may become problematic when SMTs are the main venue
through which individuals socialise. For Confucians, a person must also have some stable
social relationships through which she can establish a deep ‘personal connection’.35

How can these kinds of personal connections be developed? The idea that the self is
constitutively social brings Confucians to link human wellbeing to good familial relation-
ships and community. Since the family is often the first social institution in which we find
ourselves and through which we can develop, Confucians view the family as a sort of ‘pru-
dential good, a fundamental component of wellbeing’.36 Children who are born into a sta-
ble family context rely on the family to provide them with a social context in which they
receive personal care and attention, so it is the first social institution that is responsible
for the children’s psychological andmoral development.While growing up, children learn
how to behave and absorb ethical principles. Confucians believe that children start with an
innate nature, but it is then shaped by parents and siblings.37

The Confucian attention to family relationships finds empirical support in moral psy-
chology and sociology. Psychologist and child-development scholar Willard Hartup
argues that a child’s ability to interact in the social world emerges from the early relation-
ships that the child develops with her caregivers and, later on, with her peers. ‘Early rela-
tionships also set the stage for social and emotional development’,38 such that ‘the
construction of well-functioning relationships may be the most significant achievement
in the child’s socialization’.39 Parent–children connectedness is also associated with
increased self-esteem and a low risk of depression in adolescents.40 For Ackard et al., a
close relationship with parents is a consistent predictor of healthy behaviour among ado-
lescents.41 Perceived low parental caring and communication are correlated with detri-
mental behaviours for adolescent wellbeing, such as unhealthy weight control,
substance use, body dissatisfaction, depression, and low self-esteem.42

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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These observations have direct relevance for sketching an account of digital wellbeing
from a Confucian point of view. For Confucians, the family represents a sort of ‘ethical
training ground’, where the individual learns how to behave and care for others. As the
individual grows older, she learns how to extend similar feelings of kindness for other
humans outside her family, and she acquires new responsibilities and duties in virtue of
her new social roles. In Confucian scholarship, this idea is called ‘graded theory’ or
‘differentiated love’, as is carefully described in Mencius: ‘By treating the elders in one’s
own family as elders should be treated and extending this to the elders of other families,
and by treating the young of one’s own family as the young ought to be treated and
extending this to the young of other people’s families, the empire can be turned around
on the palm of one’s hand’.43

The graded theory, together with the Confucian relational view of the self, suggests a
very different model of social organisation from the one assumed by contemporary SMTs.
While the Confucian society is characterised by interested and diverse forms of social rela-
tionships that overlap one another, SMTs assume a ‘horizontal’model society in which all
social connections have an equal status, regardless of the actual nature of the social rela-
tionship between the users. Confucians, therefore, would suspect that one of the reasons
why SMTs seem to hinder wellbeing is that their horizontal design situates users in a flat
societal network that is radically out of kilter with how humans develop social relationships
in the real world.

Although the Confucian account of wellbeing begins with the family, it is intended to
explain how individuals are supposed to establish,maintain, and foster social relationships
outside the family, in the larger social world. Human flourishing, they believe, requires the
creation and preservation of harmonious social relations with others, so a Confucian
theory of digital wellbeing requires that we think about how to create these kinds of harmo-
nious relationships in the online world.44 Fortunately, Confucianism offers distinctive
resources to fix this problem insofar as it specifies the idea that concern and attention
for the other human personmust be expressed through appropriate rituals (li,禮). In prac-
tice, rituals consist of ‘objective prescriptions of behaviour, whether involving rites, cere-
monies, manners, or general deportment, that bind human beings and spirits together in
networks of interacting roles within the family, within human society, and with the numi-
nous realm beyond’.45 Unlike norms and laws that aim to facilitate social coordination,
rituals have an ethical function because they are conducive and expressive of virtue; they
offer individuals patterns of behaviour to cultivate and properly express their feelings
towards other members of the community in a manner that is intelligible to the commu-
nity. From this perspective, rituals are a form of nondeliberative communicative practices
which are considered a ‘process of humanization’.46

One important distinction is between a ‘thick’ or a ‘thin’ notion of rituals. Confucians
endorse a thick conception of rituals because against the thin view that considers rituals a
code of conduct, Confucians attribute to rituals social and ethical meanings, but also an
aesthetic function. The aesthetic aspect of the rituals (which can concern how certain
movements are performed during the ritual or the dress worn during the performance)
is supposed to help the participants to have certain positive feelings and dispositions
towards the achievement of harmonious social relationships.

A contemporary reader may wonder whether there is any space for such practices in the
design of SMTs. After all, the adoption of Confucian rituals requires a very specific
sociocultural context, which is very different from the social setting characteristic of
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modern industrialised societies. We agree on this point, and in the next section we will
argue that the Confucian thick notion of ritual points to a multidimensional form of com-
munication in which verbal exchange is only one aspect of effective human-to-human
communication, often not even the most important. This, we will argue, is the key insight
that Confucian rituals offer for issues concerning digital wellbeing.

The Analects discusses several nonverbal rituals. Commenting on some ritual prac-
tices, Confucius states:

[a] ceremonial cap made of linen is prescribed by the rites, but these days people
use silk. This is frugal, and I follow the majority. To bow before ascending the
stairs is what is prescribed by the rites, but these days people bow after ascending.
This is arrogant, and – though it goes against the majority – I continue to bow
before ascending.47

Scholars understand this passage to show that for Confucius rituals are not a rigid proto-
col, and that the proper practice of rituals requires the individual tomaintain a critical per-
spective on the ritualised practice. Confucius criticises the ritualistic practice of using a
linen cap while supporting the popular use of a more economic cap (because this will
not affect the function of the ritual). At the same time, he rejects the new practice of bow-
ing in front of the ruler after ascending the stairs because the ancient ritual of bowing
before ascending the stairs can better express appropriate reverence towards the ruler.
For the purpose of this article, we can see that Confucius views human-to-human com-
munication as developing through physical aspects, like dress and bodily gesture. These
aspects have a communicative potential, which can express certain emotions and even cul-
tivate certain sentiments in the person who performs the ritual. If the environmental and
physical aspects of social communication need to be considered for effective communica-
tion, Confucian rituals are an interesting example to consider.

4. Applying Confucian Insights to DWB

We are now ready to apply the Confucian concepts we have looked at to our discussion of
digital wellbeing.We will use these to tentatively suggest how these concepts could inspire
design recommendations that make future SMTs better at connecting us to one another
(and by doing this improve our digital wellbeing). We focus on three key concepts:
(a) the reciprocal nature of human relations, (b) the graded development theory, and
(c) the contextual and nonverbal aspects of human communication.

4.1. Graduated Human Development

The Confucian graded theory of human development sheds light on the problematic
nature of the unstructured architecture of SMTs (Problem 1). From a Confucian stand-
point, a key objection to the design of today’s SMTs is their inability to offer users a pos-
itive (digital) social environment that is aligned with them living a good life. SMTs situate
users in a flat structure of relations, but humans function well in a social environment that
encourages them to gradually develop social relations. On Facebook, for example, digital
social connections are structured in a highly egalitarian way: there is essentially no differ-
ence between notification from one’s sibling and from Mark Zuckerberg. However, if

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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human beings tend to develop through a process of gradual extension from the ‘inner’ of
the family to the ‘outer’ of the bigger communities, as the Confucians claim (and moral
psychological research typically concurs), the SMTs appear hostile to our social relations.
It should come as no surprise that this can hinder the digital wellbeing of users.

Similar considerations have brought Confucian scholar, Pak-HangWong, to argue that
Confucianism ‘promotes a turn towards role-based ethics in ethics of technology’,48 in
which digital relationships express the social roles that users have in nononline life. This
would imply, for instance, that parents should be able to supervise and manage the con-
tent on the SMT profile of their children. Doing this would ensure that ‘familial members
can actively assume and perform their roles in the online world’ and also that young users
can learn how to behave ethically online by being corrected by their parents.49

Our proposal is to critically evaluate the relational structure of SMTs. Following the
Confucian insights we have explored above, SMTs should be redesigned to give users
the potential to develop a network of online relations that mirrors the nononline network
of relations, that is, those that they have in their offline life. One way to do this can be intro-
ducing a qualitative distinction between ‘closer’ connections (e.g. the connections one
has with one’s sibling) and more ‘distant’ connections (e.g. the connection that one has
with Mark Zuckerberg). Distinguishing connections in this way would allow the user, if
she wishes to, to configure her connections in such a way that she can bring into focus
the content shared by closer connections while keeping the content shared by the more
distant connections in the background. Such a proposal may have the potential to inspire
a design of SMTs that is more attuned with the needs of users for human relations.

Some readers may worry that such a proposal might facilitate the development of echo
chambers on social media. After all, one positive aspect of being part of a global commu-
nity is that it can expose users to views and ideas that otherwise they would not have con-
sidered. In response to this point, we want to stress that we do not propose to eliminate the
global dimension of SMTs. We argue that exposure to a global dimension can be instru-
mental for users’ wellbeing if it is situated in an inter-nested societal network in which
users can develop the required social skills for interactions in the global sphere at a smaller
societal scale.

4.2. The Contextual and Nonverbal Aspects of Human Communication

So far our discussion on Confucian wellbeing has revealed that the requirement of a
graded social structure of relationships points to the lack of an adequate architecture in
the design of SMTs. Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether Confucianism can shed
some light on the neglect of SMTs for the contextual conditions that facilitate social con-
nection (Problem 2). As we mentioned in our discussion of Marin and Roeser’s work,
SMTs rarely take into account the nuances of emotions that individuals communicate.

The above discussion of Confucian ritual practices could be taken to offer a new per-
spective on the nature of fruitful human communication. Whether Confucian or not, all
should be able to grasp how humans are sensitive to contextual inputs, such as music
and the clothes that other persons are wearing. The ability to cultivate human relations
(which, as discussed, are key for human wellbeing) depends on the possibilities to have
a conducive environment, where human interactions develop through different senses
and take place in a natural and cultural environment. This suggests that one crucial aspect
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to turn digital connections into human relations is to develop a digital environment in
which the multiple dimensions of social interactions can be replicated.

Pak-HangWong has recently argued that for Confucians ‘technology can be ‘ritualized’
to support people’s ethical development’.50 ‘Confucian Li’, for Wong, ‘can be used as a
normative standard for ethical analysis of technology, or it can be used to inform the
design and use of technology – or, more proactively, it can be used to ritualize technology
so that it serves to guide users’ and the society’s responses with reference to Li’.51 Wong’s
idea of Confucian ritualising technology is problematic. The challenge for the application
of the Confucian thick notion of rituals to SMTs is that the practice of Confucian rituals is
very culturally sensitive and the idea of a life shaped by ritualised aesthetically fulfilling
activities may puzzle those who are not acquainted with the Confucian texts. Even in
historically Confucian East Asia (China, Japan, North and South Korea, Singapore,
Taiwan, and Vietnam), many persons do not self-consciously identify with Confucianism
while others belong to non-Confucian minority groups. This does not mean that
Confucianism has lost its moral authority in the region or that many persons unconsciously
do not live according to Confucian values. But it certainly raises the question of the feasibil-
ity of imposing the Confucian thick notion of rituals on non-Confucian modern societies.

Besides feasibility concerns, the above discussion suggests potential issues on the justi-
fiability of ritualising SMTs. Considering the pluralism and persistent presence of moral
disagreements in contemporary societies, it seems unjust to impose the Confucian thick
notion of rituals on the design of digital societal networks. If most of the users’ concep-
tions of the good disagree with the Confucian thick notion of rituals, would it be fair to
impose on them a ritualised form of digital life on SMTs? Confucian philosopher Sung-
moon Kim raises a similar point concerning the justifiability of Confucian political theo-
ries.52 According to Kim, the imposition of Confucian principles on pluralistic and
multiethnic contemporary East Asian societies would violate the principle of public reason
that must inform modern pluralistic societies. What is more troublesome for the case of
ritualised SMTs is that digital communities are even more pluralistic since they extend
beyond national borders.

What are the consequences for SMT designers and Confucian ethicists of technology?
Should they forget about Confucian rituals entirely and dismiss them as passé? The
answer is no. Despite its cultural specificity, the Confucian thick notion of rituals offers
insights into what effective human-to-human communication should look like. It is the
mode of communication underpinning Confucian rituals that in our view can be key for
enhancing SMT users’ digital wellbeing.

As discussed in the previous section, the thick conception of Confucian rituals is based
on the idea that the ability to cultivate human relations (which are key for human well-
being) depends on the possibility to have multidimensional forms of communication.
Personal connections develop through different senses and take place through multiple
media. The ancient texts suggest that physical clues like a person’s dress can be an
effective communicative means to express one person’s esteem for others, while
contextual elements like background music or aesthetic features of the surrounding envi-
ronment can help to attune individuals’ emotions and predispose them towards a positive
relationship with each other.

For the design of SMTs, this suggests that one crucial aspect for turning digital connec-
tions into human personal relations is to create digital environments in which users com-
municate with each other through multiple sensory channels. This Confucian insight

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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addresses the concerns that Marin and Roeser have raised on the heavy textual com-
munication of some SMTs and van Grunsven’s emphasis on the need for greater effort
to replicate physical presence in SMTs’ future design. It illustrates the link between
the limited communicative potential of contemporary SMTs and their detrimental
effects on users’ digital wellbeing. At the same time, it suggests that a digital form of
communication that is based on multiple dimensions of social interactions can be
tested in future SMTs’ designs. However, this Confucian-inspired design proposition
avoids the problems of a claim for a Confucian ritualising technology because it
focuses on what human communication is, without imposing a Confucian ethical ideal
on SMTs’ design.

4.3. The Importance of Reciprocal Human Relationships

Finally, the need for reciprocal human relationships offers us some insights into the third
paradox of creating a social connection using individual identity (Problem 3). From a
Confucian perspective, SMTs exponentially increase the number of human-to-human
connections, while making little progress on the quality of human relations. Strictly speak-
ing, from a Confucian standpoint, most of the human-to-human connections that users
develop online are not ‘human relationships’ because most of these connections lack
the exchange of care or ‘personal connection’ that is essential to human relationships
and, therefore, to human flourishing. Under these circumstances, from a Confucian
perspective, it is not surprising if an increasing number of digital connections does not
correspond to an improvement in the user’s wellbeing. Being digitally connected is not
sufficient to be personally connected.

Confucians may also suspect that being constantly digitally connected to countless peo-
ple may undermine the ability of some users to cultivate their fundamental relationships.
This is problematic because, as discussed in the previous section, humans have a natural
need for care and companionship. In an extremely large community, whether millions of
individuals are connected in an almost identical way, our natural needs for care and com-
panionship may find expression in extreme actions to recall the attention of the many.
Without a shared bond and common experience, it is astonishment, shock, and wonder
that are often the most effective ways to receive the attention of others. However, this
seems to be an ineffective solution since, in the best scenario, it provides a temporary
replacement for human affection.

One way to solve this issue may be to introduce distinctions in the users’ structure of
digital social relations. This idea was previously discussed concerning problem 1 (the
lack of structure on SMTs), but it can also help to control the negative effects that a high
number of connections has on users. Introducing social distinctions in SMTs could
allow users to be part of a smaller digital community of friends and close contacts who
are more likely to develop and maintain relationships with a specifically personal con-
nection. This structural change may lead users to feel less pressure to be unique or to
stand out from the crowd. This does not limit users’ ability to establish new human rela-
tions through SMTs; rather it can require the user to act differently to cultivate human
connections.

© 2022 The Authors. Journal of Applied Philosophy published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied Philosophy.
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5. Conclusion

This article has explored the possibility of using Confucian ideas, focusing on their claim
that human flourishing is connected to the structure of social relationships, to sketch a
new approach to DWB. We began by identifying three key problems that SMTs generate
for DWB. First, SMTs often generate unstructured social connections; second, SMTs
neglect the vital contextual conditions that facilitate social connection; third, SMTs create
social connection by requiring users to express strong individual identities. While it is
beyond the parameters of this article to show how these problems can be comprehensively
solved, we identified three sets of conceptual resources within theConfucian tradition that
indicate how this might be done. Confucian ethics has a rich and dynamic approach to
wellbeing that emphasises cultivating excellent human relationships. Understanding
human relationships as ‘graduated’, taking seriously the ‘contextual and nonverbal
aspects’ of human communication, and emphasising ‘reciprocity in relationships’ illumi-
nate how aConfucian-inspired approach toDWBhas useful resources that could improve
the design of tomorrow’s SMTs.
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that the opportunity to ‘be part of a community’ and develop ‘intimate relations’, ‘real friendship’, and ‘affil-
iation’ is whatmakes life valuable (Nussbaum,Martha. 2000.Women andHumanDevelopment: The Capabilities
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