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Rectifying Names for Confucians

Zhang Qianfan (Peking University Law
School)

Abstract: This article first critiques the lingering
Cultural Revolution mindset that misinterprets and
antagonizes Confucian culture before it expounds
upon the Confucian conception of dignity. Second, it
critiques the opposite extreme -- the so-called political
Confucianism that elevates what are in fact its outdated
elements, identifing three major shortcomings within
Confucian ethics: its excessively pessimistic (often
misunderstood as optimistic) view of human nature, its
dualistic twist on the originally monist human nature
theory, and its tendency toward state-worship. Last, on
the basis of an ethics of dignity, the article proposes
an approach to reconstructing Confucian political
theory. By grasping both Confucian anthropology and
its conception of dignity, one can articulate a logically
coherent ethical system. The conception of human
dignity is the enduring “gold” that still gleams within
Confucian theory, upon which political institutions and
legal norms can be rationally constructed.

Key Words: Confucians, Legalists, Human
nature, Dignity, Gentlemen, Political ethics
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