Can Confucius ‘rectification of names escape conservatism?

Introduction 
In this essay I will be looking to analyse the political philosophy of Confucius, by his doctrine and teaching of “Zhengming” or translated to mean “the rectification of names”. The simplest way to explain the title of rectification of names is that a virtuous society can only be achieved, when the actuality of a person corresponds with their naming. From a political and social point of view this would mean that titles, and language (naming)actively reflect reality, so the name has the same ethical point as the role only then will a true social order be achieved, and lead to a harmonious and successful society, where names reflect their correct meaning. Confucius gives his ruling on proper relationships such as ‘let the ruler be a ruler ministers, minister fathers, fathers and sons, sons (pg. 77, eno,2015). Where he indicates how important it is that the title is the same as the role. I will also be looking and making a case for the statement “whether Confucius rectification of names is a conservative demand” in relation to inherited social roles and whether these are conservative roles that needed to be changed by the rectification of the names given to them. In my essay I will aim to show that Confucius, doctrine of the rectification of names was not led by a conservative demand, but by the implementation of the way. Confucius main purpose was to make people more virtuous citizens, through the acceptance and implementation, of the rectification of names.  And the proper virtues of people who have undertaken the naming, (positions of authority).  Further to this argument was the use of language, (names) in a moral society a conservative claim or was Confucius doctrine a radical claim challenging the status quo? I will be adding further background with discussion of analects 13.3 and 2.3 and how this ties in with Prof van Norden’s virtue ethics framework. I will be comparing, Confucianism and his writings to see if they criticise unjust social norms or does it just reinforce the status quo. Further to that I will looking at the unjust law problem and reflecting on the society Confucius lived in and how the law was constructed and implemented.  I will also be looking at whether in Confucius opinion, it was a fair society or was it an unjust society, that needed to return to what he saw as the golden age of the Zhou dynasty which was a time where virtue and morals were held in high regard and used to govern the people as opposed to the legalist idea of government where laws are forced and high taxing of the people to try and create a better more law-abiding society. (in my essay I use the word kongzi and Confucius) to highlight this great Chinese teacher. 

Confucius lived during the Eastern Zhou dynasty, whose political social unrest provides the background for the essay question. After the capital moved deeper into Chinese territory, it became easier to protect against armed enemies. However, the removal of King You showed the weakness of the Zhou royal house and its reliance on the dukes and nobles. The Zhou kings became only symbolic figureheads, while real authority passed to dukes and nobles who governed different provinces. Due to the lack of a centralised governance led by the king, these rulers formed alliances, plotted against one another, and waged domestic conflicts. Ordinary people suffered because of the waring nature of the people in power where they faced violence and theft, while governments were unwilling and unable to protect them. 
Other issues such as unreasonable taxation financed armies and expensive luxuries so the governors and dukes could live we; and the people became poorer. Farming was repeatedly disrupted by invading armies and forced government labour (Van Norden, 2011, p. 11). The crops were also ruined or late due to invading armies using the land for their warring against each other meaning the farmer lost the harvest altogether or it was vastly reduced.


Confucius along with other philosophers of the time looked at how a solution could be found to erase the terrible suffering that the people in the society faced. They searched for the Dao, or “Way”. Van Norden explains that dao can literally mean a path or road—as in the modern Chinese compound daolu, “roadway”—but can also lead on to the ideal of “the right way to live one’s life and organise society” (Van Norden, 2011, p. 11). This can also be referred to as the fundamental order of reality: a principle extending beyond what can be established through physical observation or scientific measurements and indicating how society and the world ought to be in an ideal world where everything is in harmony and especially from a political and social point of view.

Confucius (551–479 BCE) was born during the Spring and Autumn period of the Eastern Zhou dynasty into a noble family but his father died when he was young and his mother struggled to make ends meet so Kongzi had to do a menial job to help. Despite being poor he managed to educate himself and secured a job within the government which was seen by the conservative society he lived in, as the right role for an educated man, His home state of Lu was ruled by a duke, but the real power rested with three influential families that imposed excessive taxes and spent the proceeds on warfare and luxury. Confucius therefore lived among ambitious rulers who exploited the population to fund extravagant lifestyles and repeated conflicts between the different provinces they were in charge of.

Confucius briefly held office under the Ji family, but the appointment did not last because he regarded them as immoral; they decided to entertain themselves with dancing girls instead of fulfilling their given responsibilities leaving the government without leadership for three days .Kongzi decided to travel around all of the province of Lu, in search of a ruler willing to put his teachings into practice but found all to be lacking . This led him to sigh, “I have yet to meet a man who loves virtue more than sex” (Van Norden, 2011, p. 19).

Confucius subsequently travelled from province to province, teaching the rectification of names and his theology doctrine. The journey exposed him and his companions to hunger and danger. At one point he was on the point of death through starvation and various attempts were made on his life to stop him trying to convince those on power to amend their ways through rectification of names theology. When a companion asked whether even a gentleman encounters hardship, Confucius replied that he does; the difference is that a petty person is one concerned with worldly profit and is overwhelmed by it. His point was that a gentleman, or virtuous person, possesses the moral high ground to endure suffering, whereas a petty person lacks this inner substance ,Confucius argued that being a good person was not about social class  as a person who was born into high class society could be a petty man if he was “cruel, foolish and arrogant” whilst a person born into poverty could be a gentle man if he is “benevolent, wise and reverent “In other words a man by being good could be elevated in society and politics and a man being bad would be reduced in society and politics.

Confucius never secured a position from which he could implement his doctrine as none of the rulers were willing to change their lavish lifestyles and personalities and give up their conservative status to follow the rectification of names theology that Kongni was offering. He eventually returned to Lu, where he spent the remainder of his life educating disciples in the hope that they would enter public life and improve society, where some of them were successful in the roles they managed to secure.

The analects of Confucius
 Whilst analysing 13.3 in the first part Zilu askes the master “if the ruler of Wei were to intrust you with governance of his state what would be your first priority be Confucius replied it would be the rectification of names” from the first part of the analects we can see that Confucius wanted to impact on society with the rectification of names specifically   in analects 13.3 Confucius talks of the need for proper naming and actuality of a person correspond with their proper naming. Kogzi highlights the need in analects 12.2 for people to act out their social roles properly and finally in analects 2.3 highlights the need to go away from a legalist system of governance instead people must lean towards virtuous led governance, who have leaders with virtues and wisdom so that the people will have a conscience and undertake their roles in the society with full conviction. This was opposite to the conservative norm of society that controlled through warfare, laws and taxation with greed and immorality being used to govern and control the people within society.

Van Norden’s ethical framework identifies five themes in Confucian thought that can be used to assess whether Confucius challenges unjust social norms and how his position compares with other philosophical traditions. One important theme is Confucius’s emphasis is on this life rather than the afterlife. Although his disciples were curious about death, he urged them to understand their place in the present world and to pursue happiness while sharing the Dao, or “Way”, with others. When questioned by one of his disciples how to follow ghosts and spirits as was common in that time, he states, “You do not yet understand life; how could you understand death?” (11.12; cf. 6.22).

Plato, by contrast, treats the afterlife as central to philosophy. He describes a higher and more perfect reality, inhabited by deities and the virtuous, in which actions in this life have consequences after death. This idea resembles the Christian conception of heaven. Plato therefore suggests that the best philosophers make the study of death and the afterlife their vocation, whereas Confucius maintains that people should first understand worldly life. Plato’s influence continued in Western thought, including the work of Simone Weil, who writes that “there is reality outside this world, that is to say, outside space and time, outside man’s mental universe”. Her Platonist Christianity connects goodness, kindness, justice and self-control with the pursuit of a higher state of consciousness. Confucianism, however, directs compassion towards improving life in this world and bringing happiness to oneself and others.

The two thinkers also differ on tradition and the family. Plato’s ideal republic removes family ties from the ruling class he was quoted as saying they had “no families, never ever knowing who their father or mother are” (Van Norden, 2011.pg,22) while Confucius regards the family as the foundation of moral development. Within the family, people learn respect for parents and elders, as well as love, commitment, kindness and consideration. Once these roots are firmly established, the Dao can flourish and these virtues can extend into wider society. Confucius’s doctrine of differentiated care therefore teaches that we must show kindness and consideration towards family members, friends and members of our community first, particularly those who have cared for us. Nevertheless, this does not deny the value of others, as stated by a disciple of Konzi when critised on this point of care he stated, “everyone within the four seas is one’s brother”. (van Norden,2011, pg.24)
Kongzi highly praised rituals to lead a virtuous life he was always seen to be straightening his mat before he sat down, so he paid great importance on even the smallest of rituals as part of a happy life and a main part of ethics of a person. Confucius set of ethics and ritual are functional and have a purpose.  Ethics or etiquette was shown to organise and complement the life of people. Kongzi wanted to improve the world and society by encouraging people to have good qualities, who were virtuous, into positions of responsibility. He saw the necessary of instructing of virtues to people especially those in key positions, and how this could have a great and lasting effect on the world and society. Kongzi trained people in skills which would instruct them on key virtues such as goodness (humanness), he wanted to not only make people more learned but also to be kind well-meaning deep thinkers who spread the “way “with deep meaning and respect. Confucius ideas were in many ways just like those of Martin Luther king. kongzi wanted to reawaken his society that was vastly conservative, to radical ideas that were based on giving people other choices, rather than the abuse of people by rich dukes, who overtly overtaxing them and treating them very poorly and living off the people and spending their monies on expensive luxuries and war. That is why Confucius virtue ethics are so radical and why it had such an impact not just the rich but also on common people. Confucius taught that living well was not just for the rich or those with a title but everyone in society could benefit from the “dao” for the Doa to be realised, we must work on ourselves first before trying to improve those around us but when we do it will have such a great effect that will be felt through the society and world.
When answering the essay question, I have undertaken this with a modest attitude for the sheer size of the subject 
“Can the rectification of names escape conservatism?”
 I feel it can as Confucius teaching of the ‘Dao” with “Ren “was highly radical, giving people another choice to the difficult times he was born into which was a period of interstate fighting dukes and lords were treating people badly by taxing the people highly. However, the first step must be to rectify ourselves and that of the names we are given, then the society will improve greatly because we will have leaders who are virtuous. These will lead people towards that of being a gentle man and having virtuous people. Some might argue against the idea of Confucius whole teaching and way being the rectification of names. Confucius was born into a very turbulent time where those in authority were not living up to their naming kongzi doctrine was that if we could impact upon those in society in positions of authority, we could improve the society if however, we did do nothing the society could descend in chaos.
To escape conservatism for kongzi rectification of names that authority must be held accountable, to be able to deal with great injustices the analects are somewhat conservative. Kongzi was asking those in positions of authority to live up to their naming to have the virtuous in line with their status in society. This was a radical claim about the changing power of language in ethical life rather than a conservative demand for conformity to inherited social roles as his rectification of names changed the way Chinese society in a dynamic way ending with the quin dynasty (221-207) BCE which was founded by the self-proclaimed first emperor unifying China bringing the warring states period to a close.
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