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Dr. Bryan Van Norden on
“Rectification of Names”
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Chinese translation by Zhong Yi
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On September 13, 2022, Dharma Realm Buddhist
University hosted a zoom lecture by Professor Bryan Van
Norden, Chair in Philosophy at Vassar College and Chair
Professor in the School of Philosophy at Wuhan University.
He is author, editor, or translator of ten books on Chinese
and comparative philosophy. DRBU’s BA curriculum
uses his Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy and his
introductory Classical Chinese textbook, Classical Chinese
for Everyone, which features selections from the Analects.
Dr. Van Norden mentioned that he taught his kids when
they were in grade school a little bit of classical Chinese
including the Analects.

In his talk, “How NOT to rectify names: Confucius on
the Philosophy of Language,” Dr. Van Norden examined
the dramatic setting of the passage in the Analects in
which

Confucius visited the state of Wei when it was in a
political crisis. He was asked what the first step should be
in resolving the crisis, and gave the surprising answer: “It
would, of course, be the rectification of names” (Analects
13.3). The lesson of the passage is that if you have the title
of a ruler, a minister, a father, a son, you should live up to
that title.

Using passages from the Analects and modern
examples, Dr. Van Norden explained the concept of

“rectification of names” as both “reforming naming
practices to be appropriate for the objects named” and

“reforming the objects to be appropriate for the names
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used of them.” He argued that “rectification of names”
was not a widespread functional concept throughout
the Analects during the pre-Qin era.

Dr. Van Norden demonstrated how 20™ century
Chinese intellectuals such as Hu Shi and Feng Youlan
reinterpreted the Chinese classics through a Western
philosophical lens in order to present Chinese
philosophy as modern and comparable to Western
thought. In the process, certain concepts such as
“rectification of names” were taken out of context
and given new meanings and significance. Dr. Van
Norden’s point was not to deny the importance of
“rectification of names” within the Confucian tradition,
but to show how presuppositions about a text “can be
either enabling or disabling in the project of achieving
genuine understanding.”

Dr. Van Norden also recommended three English
translations of the Analects: 1) Canadian-American
sinologist Edward Slingerland whose translation
includes texts and selections from traditional Chinese
commentaries on the Analects. 2) English sinologist
Arthur Whaley’s translation is also a very elegant
translation. It was originally published in the 1930s. 3)
James Legge of the 19 century whose translation is a
little old-fashioned but often follows the interpretation
of Zhuxi %%, widely considered to be the orthodox
interpretation and Legge’s translation includes the
Chinese text and can be found online.

In the lively Q and A session that followed his talk,
Dr. Van Norden skillfully answered a wide range of
questions from the audience. Students from the BA
program shared that a key takeaway from the talk
was the importance of identifying the assumptions
we bring to a text and learning how to adjust those
assumptions as new ideas are revealed to us from
close reading. The talk was conducted in English with
simultaneous Chinese translation. Over one hundred
and fifty attendees were present. A video recording
of Dr. Van Norden’s lecture and Q and A session
is available in the “Archive of Past Events” on the
DRBU Symposium webpage: https://www.drbu.edu/

symposium. &
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