


Essay Title 1: "Can Confucius's 'Rectification of Names' Escape Conservatism?" 
The idea of “rectification of names” (Zhengming) is at the heart of the Confucianism political and ethical philosophy. It argues that social harmony can only be achieved with the idea that if the name corresponds with the reality of the person from an ethical point, then social order will be the norm. His argument in Analects shows that political stability can only be reached when the name (language) is the same as the reality, therefore the individual must have the same moral (goodness, humanness) “Ren” principles that the role requires. He looks to the past to the time of the Western Zhou dynasty as a model for his theology, which brought about social harmony by the ruler being the epitome of what the title states i.e. a King.
In Analects13.3 Zilu said, “If the ruler of Wei were to entrust you with governance of his state, what would be your first priority?
The Master said, “Most certainly, it would be to rectify names.” (A
nalects 13.3)
In this essay I will be looking to study and evaluate political philosophy through Confucius doctrine. (the way). I will also be analysing as to whether this doctrine is a demand for conservative conformity due to inherited social roles or a radical claim about the power of language,  by using names in the everyday life of China during Confucius life and beyond. As part of these arguments, I will be looking at Van Norden’s framework for social justice and whether Confucianism provides any resources for denouncing any unjust social norms including the “unjust law” problem.

Confucius lived from 551-479 BCE (his birth name was Kongzi ),during the Eastern Zhou dynasty. The new, eastern capital was deep within Chinese territory which meant it was easier to defend against barbarian raids who sought to overthrow the king and take control of China through means of invasion and use of weapons to kill or make the king give up his throne. Unfortunately, at this time the kings were mere figure heads, during the time Kongzi was born and lived, the real decisions and power were in the hands of the dukes and nobles who governed the various provinces of China. This meant, there was no centralised political governance through there being a king, who had the power, so they schemed against each other and formed alliances, which were subsequently broken, so leading to inter provincial wars between the states. This meant that the people lived under “unjust law “in that they were robbed and harmed by armies of the dukes and nobles which they had no control over. They were taxed by their rulers who needed income to supply their armies with warfare and to finance their own luxury lifestyle and the planting of crops and harvesting of the food was interrupted by invading armies or them being forced into labour for the government. (Van Norden,2011, pg10)

Against this background of social injustice that the people were suffering, Confucius (Kongzi) along with other philosophers of the time looked at how solutions could be found for these terrible suffering and problems the society faced. They were looking for the “dao” or the (way). In English this can be translated to mean path, in the sense of a way to do something which leads on to the ideal of “the right way to live one’s life and organize society”. (Van Norden,2011, pg. 15)

Two important eras in the history of China within the Eastern Zhou period were the Spring and Autumn period (772-481 BCE) and the Warring States period (403-221BCE). The Spring and Autumn annals were written from the happenings in Kongzi’s home state of Lu. One of the stories that Kongzi would have been familiar with was the story of a certain state ruler who had two sons. The mother preferred the younger son and tried to persuade the duke to make him the heir rather than the elder whose birth right it was, but the duke refused. When the father dies and the eldest took over the rule of Duke, the mother persuaded her eldest son to give the younger command over an important city which he reluctantly agrees to do. The younger son uses his new power to try and overthrow the duke and take control by warring against his brother. Despite being advised of his brother’s intentions the duke does not take action to forfeit this attempt. Then the duke discovers that his mother has agreed to open the gates to the capital to allow his brothers army to invade, only then does he send an army of 200 war chariots to defeat his brother who flees from the area. His mother is put under house arrest and he vows to never see her again “until we meet underground” (i.e. after death) but as timed passed the duke missed his mother and regretted his harsh words but felt he could not break his vow as this would make him appear weak and not in control. His dilemma was solved by one of his servants who suggested they make a tunnel where he could then meet his mother underground. This inventive thinking can be seen as typical of Chinese ethics though process and shows the complex issues surrounding relationships in families and in wider politics. Confucius used this thinking when looking for solutions to the society’s problems and focused on the importance of loving and respecting members of one’s own family but also how important rectification of names was to make sure they had the correct virtues and ethics for the role. This story also illustrates the use of force which rulers and ministers saw as a good strategy for becoming a powerful ruler as the younger brother was shown to be doing. However, the older brother was more in line with the Confucian ideal of condemning rule by force and uses virtue instead to resolve issues and be better political leaders.

Kongzi came from a noble ancestry but unfortunately his father died when he was young, so his mother found it difficult to makes ends meet so he took on menial jobs to help. He did however manage to become educated and desired to become a member of the government which was appropriate for someone educated. Unfortunately, his message especially regarding rectification of names was not well received, as there were three families who controlled his home state of Lu who were conservative in their thinking and demanded conformity by taxing the people to pay for their luxuries and warfare and governed the people by laws. Konzi left Lu and travelled around the provinces but could not find any rulers that were willing to accept “the way” as per his doctrine, as it seemed to them too radical a claim and were too interested in conservative power and warfare which was the opposite to the Confucian Way. Even though his life was threatened several times and he nearly starved to death he continued to share the message of being a “gentleman” as opposed to a” petty man “(a term usually associated with the lower classes). Confucius argued that being a good person was not about social class, a person who was born into high class society might be a petty man if he was “cruel, foolish and arrogant “whilst a person born into poverty and obscurity might be a gentlemen if he is” benevolent, wise and reverent “(VanNorden, 2011.pg 19) in other words if they are good they can elevate their status and if they are not they will lower their status.

On Van Norden’s virtue ethics framework whilst Confucius did not deny there was an afterlife (heaven, paradise) he encouraged his disciples to find happiness and fulfilment for themselves and others in this world. When questioned by one of his disciples how to serve ghosts and spirits, Konzi replied, “You do not yet understand life, how can you possibly understand death?” (11.12:cf 6.22). 
If we look at other philosopher’s views such as Plato who claimed there was another world beyond this one that is perfect, inhabited by gods and the souls of the virtuous. Plato claimed we can join them, by our actions in this life being rewarded by joining them in the afterlife. Plato is claiming that dying because of the rewards afterwards is better than living. Plato’s ideas have influenced many in the west including Christians such as Simone Weil who claimed “There is a reality outside of the world”(Van Norden,2011,pg21)and goes on to state “that reality is the unique source of all the good that can exist in the world: that is to say, all beauty, all truth ,all justice, all legitimacy, all order and all human behaviour that is mindful of obligations”(Van Norden,2011,pg.21) In other words we have to live virtuously by our actions in this life with the promise of our souls then being purified so they can transcend to a higher level of the afterlife (heaven, paradise).
Whereas the Confucian ethics stated, the goal of human existence was not the afterlife but to do good and live well in this world by having the correct values which you show to others by your treatment of them.
An example of a difference between Confuscius and Plato is that Confucianism focuses on tradition and family whereas Plato claims that a flawless society where laws, government and social conditions are perfect for citizens is achieved where members of the ruling class have “no families, never even knowing who their fathers or mothers are” (Van Norden,2011, pg.22).  Confucius disagreed with this statement as he claimed that family was important for two reasons. Firstly, it is how you initially learn to be a good person. If the person has a loving family who treats them with kindness and respect, they will themselves become kind to others. By having boundaries put in place by one’s family you will also respect other people’s boundaries and develop integrity. This can be seen even in a very young child who will imitate how it is treated by the adults that care for it. For example, if the parent has shown the child how to share, they will imitate that and share themselves.
It could also be argued that if a carer shows a bad example to the child, they will also have those characteristics but Konzi focused on parents being virtuous and kind so the child would follow their example this could also be seen as his way of encouraging the parents to change and be good themselves.
The second way that family is important in Confucianism is “differentiated caring” (also called graded love) where you have a stronger moral obligation to your immediate family, friends and community Their needs and wants must come first before you consider the wider community as they are closest to you. Confucius saw this as a way to develop love and respect which would eradicate political rivalry among family members which was the norm at the time. Many modern westerners including some people in China disagree with this and state you should see everyone as a human being, not just those you are closely connected to or have blood ties with but modern Confucianists claim this does not shown indifference to strangers as “everyone within the four seas is one’s brother” (van Norden,2011. pg.24).

 Another aspect Confucius placed great emphasis on was traditions which could be adapted if necessary but not changed completely. For example, when people moved to cheaper silk caps for ceremonial duties, he approved the change as it was a better use of resources yet maintained the process of the ritual. However, even though Confucius taught that tradition and family were key to following his theology he was also at the same time advocating revitalisation rather that traditionalism or conservatism. He realised that living up to the implications of reviving a nation by implementing the rectification of names would not be conservative but a radical claim. He sought to awaken people to the highest values grounded in their own traditions to give them alternatives to force, violence and greed. He above everything else wanted to bring about a positive social and political change through his theology of rectification of names which would revitalise the society.

However, there are some who state that Confucianism has limitations which are that (1) that all worthwhile cultural, social and ethical innovation has already occurred i.e. during the Western Zhou period
(2)- Plurality is not recognised (that a person cannot come from a different background and still live a good life).Advocates of Confucianism acknowledge that in modern terms these can seem like limitations as a philosophy ,however they argue that the fundamental insights and values such as the rectification of names, can be consistent with pluralism as Confusions agree that a democracy is a much better government than paternal monarchy and these governments still have to have virtues of goodness, wisdom and dutifulness which was what Confucius taught by the means of rectification of names. This gives them a framework and resources for critizing unjust social norms. (van Norden.2011, pg44). The debate will always continue as to whether Confucianism can be classed as relevant in modern society as a theology and framework for critizing unjust social norms contributing to contemporary thought and philosophy or is just a quaint piece of history which has a question mark around it as to when it was written or who by.
In analects 2.3 The Master said: Guide them with policies and align them with punishments and then people will evade them and have no
[bookmark: _Int_YDRLSr55]shame. Guide them with virtue and align them with li and the people will have a sense of shame and fulfil their roles. 
This analect shows how Confucius theology was not a quaint piece of history but is a realistic goal, that is just as relevant today as it was then.


In answering the question “Can Confucius rectification of names escape conservatism initially the answer would be yes as his teaching of “the way “(dao) is seen to be a radical alternative to the way that society was set up. In the time of Confucius, it was an immoral society where unjust rulers were making decisions for the people and formed a society that was unfair for most people. This society was formed by rulers given the roles as a matter of hierarchy (status quo) unfortunately because of their lack of goodness and kindness this meant they did not rule fairly or justly and resorted to using war, force and taxes to control the people by keeping them in poverty. Confucius tried to change this by initially travelling around the provinces but no-one would listen to his teaching so he returned to his home and taught himself in the hope that the message would be spread by his disciples which had at the core of it the rectification of names .This proved to be revolutionary for the majority of the people at that time as it eventually returned them to the time of Western Zhou where they had a just and good emperor formed by the Qin dynasty in 221-207BCE ,that brought the warring states period to a close and unified all of China.           
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