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What Aristocles Said to Confucius :  A Dialogue between Socrates and Confucius

        Characters:  Confucius,  551-479 b.c. and  Socrates, 427-347 b.c.

Socrates:  Hello!  Is it K’ung Fu’tzu (Confucius)?  Now, I know that recent historiography has made a shambles of time and place, but yet, how strange to find you here in the Tetsugaku Koen (The Philosopher’s Garden) in Nakano-ku, Tokyo, Japan!

Confucius:  Well, my friend Socrates, like you, I have been privileged to walk the world for about two thousand years, and what could be more conducive to thinking than a remote Japanese Garden to enjoy.  Only lately did I discover that you and I have been honored, as two of the four “Greatest Philosophers in History”!  So, I thought the polite thing to do was, at least, to visit this Garden and convey my thanks, and pay my respects. 

S:    Well done, Old Friend.  I, too, confess that I, some day wished to pay a visit to Japan, just see what it was all about.  Some people, like the author, T. H. Reid, have said that Japan’s manners are basically “Confucian.”   And, how fortunate to find you here!  Perhaps I can find a bit of light on both your ideas and your influence on Japan and its culture.  

C:  Perhaps you would be interested in who were the other two philosophers to            whom this Garden is dedicated?

S:  Yes, of course!   Who might they be?

C:  They are Gautama Buddha and Immanuel Kant.

S:  O, Master K’ung, these are interesting and remarkable choices.  It makes one wonder by what measure such choices have been made, does it not?  And how you and I must have been caught in the same net of traits.  Is it a particular kind of wisdom they were seeking?  Is it a Confucian kind of wisdom they sought to find?  Or, perhaps they  wanted my idea that “wisdom is not pretending to know what we do not know.”          In any case, I am sure that “it takes wisdom to know wisdom,” and I am sure some “wise people” made the choice.  So, Confucius, my friend,  when you find out about this decision, someday, please tell me about it?


C:  Perhaps our Confucian tradition has been quite disposed to making this kind of judgment.    And as you suggest, we  do take the matter of station, place, and duty very seriously.  I am sure that those who chose the four of us made this judgment with extreme care and deliberation.  But rest assured, my friend, they had their reasons!




S:  Yes, indeed!  But let us allow this discussion to be about us---and to begin, especially about you, for now.   What I find most interesting is, what you managed to do in one life-time, namely, a monumental task, to establish the foundations of Chinese culture and education for at least two thousand years.  Such a history is at least a miracle, or a divine act, or both.  Tell me what is your own view of what you have done:   Art thou divine or immortal?


C.  Quite mortal, O, Socrates, I assure you.  My life and works have not been exceptional, in fact, to the contrary, I have led quite a prosaic life, even though my noble father, Shu Liang He, was born into the noble Sung lineage which began in the 8th Century b.c.  But, because of the Wars, my father moved to Lu, then to Tsou, and back to Lu, again.  

        I was born K’ung Ch’iu, and was known only much later as K’ung Fu’tzu, that is, Master Kung, or Confucius.  As a child, I was orphaned by the loss of both parents, and learned to work at domestic deeds and simple menial labors.  My “schooling” was quite traditional. 


        “At fifteen I set my heart on learning; at thirty I took my stand; at forty I came to be free from doubts; at fifty I understood the Decree of Heaven; at sixty my ear was attuned; at seventy I followed my heart’s desire without overstepping the line.” (Analects II,4)


S:  But didn’t you live a life of politics and social service?  Did you marry well, or have a family?  Where did you teach, and who were your students?   For, how could you become so eminent in social judgments and educational rules and doctrines?   


C:  I assure you, dear Socrates, that I was married, and we had two children, a son and a daughter, but all were lost too soon.  Also, I “taught privately and trained the sons of gentlemen in the virtues proper to a member of the ruling classes.” (AW,14)  But, the Five Classics were my best Masters and Teachers, just as it was, and has been in China for the past two thousand years, interspersed with periodic wars, cultural changes, revolutions, and educational returns.  Every child in China learns to read, to write with a careful calligraphic hand, studies, and memorizes as much as possible of the Five Classics.  I was no different from any other child in my era.



         The Five Classics are:  Shu Ching (History), Shih Ching (Poetry), Li Chi (Rites), I Ching (Changes), and Ch’un Ch’iu (Annals of Spring and Autumn).  My Analects are simply my reactions and thoughts which were inspired by and responded to the Five Classics:  

“I am a transmitter and not a creator.  I believe in and have a passion for the Ancients,...I’m not born a wise man.  I’m merely one in love...and work very hard to learn them.” (Lin Yutang, WCI, 816).

        Of course, I did “insignificant government jobs” when I was young, but I was not too successful.  Then, I went to Wei to become a tutor and “reorderer of society.”  Soon, I came to be a “minister of public works” and a “minister of justice.”  Now, when Lu became a state, I became a “prime minister,” until my contemporaries became afraid of my power.”  So, some one said, “Great indeed is Confucius!   He has wide learning but has not made a name for himself in any field.” (Analects, IX,2)  “Therefore, I returned to Lu to teach.” (In 484 b.c., at 68 years of age.  (He died five years later, in 479 b.c.)    

S:  Yes, your curriculum vitae does seem a bit thin on the “teaching” end of things, doesn’t it?  But, then, how did it come about that you became the Master Teacher,  “K’ung Fu’tzu,” of all Chinese History?

C:  O, Socrates, you yourself are reputed to be the paragon of all teachers in Greece, and you claim that you are a mere “stone cutter” occupation, not a real “wise person.”  You know, Socrates, your “CV” is not so brilliant, either; stone-cutter, indeed!

        In any case, rather like yours, my country was fraught with War between every State against every other State in China.  So, I took it upon myself  to go, State to State, offering my personal advice, to bring peace and happiness to all of China.  And, only after many years did they begin to listen.

S:  Ah, but listen they did, until, as recent as the 20th Century, your advice is given and received by virtually every teacher, politician, and  child in China, not to mention the rest of the World.  So, have you ever decided just what it was that caused you to be so universally  honored?

C. Socrates, I have given much thought and concern about your very question, and it seems that I have always been concerned about human history and what makes us human?  Given the Five Classics of China, I have, in my Analects, tried to give my answers to that concern, i.e.,  The Human Tradition, usually including these five important ideas:  Let me mention them, and illustrate each with a statement from my Analects.


         (1)   First, there is the idea known as  “Jen,”  or  “the ideal relation between two human beings.”  From the beginning, “Jen,’ was the word for “free men.”  It was distinguished from the word, “Min,” which meant “subjects.”  It also connoted “goodness,” which meant that the person would be a contributor to the world, not just a member.  Ultimately, it came to mean ‘human” as opposed to “animal” in the civilized sense.  Thus, “kind,” “gentle,” “humane,” were entailed.

       “A man who treats his betters as betters, wears an air of respect,who in serving father and mother knows how to put in his whole strength, who in the service of his prince will lay down his life, who in intercourse with friends is true to his word---others may say of him that he still lacks education, but I for my part should certainly call him an educated man.” (Analects I, 7)

        
S:  But, Confucius, this is a pretty inclusive notion, isn’t it?        

        Often benevolence, respect, or love, or “mutual goodness,” is thought 
to be the essence of humanity.  Generally speaking, are you saying that this is a “well-educated, mature, and accomplished” person.  One is more than “friendly,” but virtually “fully supportive”?

C:  O, Yes, Socrates; but “Jen” is not quite “Chun-tzu”:

        (2)  “Chun-tzu,” or the “superior person,” or the “mature” or “ideal” person.  Here is humanity at its individual best.  “Chun-tzu” means one who is thoroughly educated, in the best possible venue. One is accomplished, sufficiently so, to become a “ruler,” or a “statesman,” or  a “gentleperson.”  Superior by lineage, birth, name, character,  behavior, and a follower of the “Way,”  the most natural and best possible path of humanity.  

        “A gentleman who never goes on eating till he is sated, who does not demand comfort in his home, who is diligent in business and cautious in speech, who associates with those that possess the Way and thereby corrects his faults---such a one may indeed be said to have a taste for learning.”  (Analects, I, 14)

S:  O, Confucius, this seems to be a very rare person, indeed.  I assume we are describing only a Rhodes Scholar who is an Olympic Athlete who excels in Lacrosse and Chess, and is being groomed for a replacement at the level of the Prime Ministry.  We won’t worry much about education, or morals, or number, because such will soon rule us, rather than the reverse?  Now, let me ask this question:  Would you truly enjoy being ruled by such a rare person?  Would there 
be certain hiatuses in his education that would be overlooked as he tended to rule?

C:  Yes, but Socrates, there is more.  So, let me enlarge the answer a bit more before I can answer your question about levels, or hierarchies.  You may have heard this item mentioned in education very often.  As a matter of fact, it is so important that many families actually bear this common name:  “Li.”

       (3)  “Li,” or “propriety,” or the “appropriate” behavior.  Here, there are three parts of “Li”:

        (a) The Rectification of Names:    Social roles must be stated as accurately and as normatively as possible.  Positions in society, a function, a profession, an achievement must be properly addressed in any social ccmmunity.  Mistakes in “address” make for confusion in any activity.  Levels of accomplishment and function need to be accurate and correct, so we can know who they really are.  “Mr., Mrs., Ms., Sr., Jr., Lord, Lady, Doctor, etc.  The propriety of titles make life more respectful, more relevant, and more significant.   


S:  Now, Confucius, it is clear that you are establishing a highly striated and hierarchical society, are you not?  After a while, doesn’t such a striation or stratification create boundaries between such titles and positions?   When stratification occurs in society, jealousies and favoritisms become serious problems.  Then, must not something be done to temper the general effect of the stratified results of nominal “rectification”?  Concerns for the “ordinary human citizen” may easily overlooked, neglected, or threatened.



C:  Well, as the Analects state, society must always allow the population to seek its natural level, doesn’t it?  There will always be competition among human beings, and there will always be winners and losers, right?


        “As for Goodness---you yourself desire rank and standing; then help others to get rank and standing.  You want to turn your own merits to account; then help others to turn theirs to account---in fact, the ability to take one’s own feelings as a guide---that is the sort of thing that lies in the direction of Goodness.” (Analects, VI, 28)


C:  But, Socrates, I take it you might see this as another hierarchical situation.  However, consider the optimum relations between our “Five Constant Relations,” especially, those of the family:


        (b) The Five Constant Relations, where ruler-subject, parent-child, husband-wife, elder-sibling, friend-friend, are acknowledged and rectified.  Families must adopt these “virtues” for these “constant relations.”  If they do not work on, and find these virtues, they will never be in a position of harmony or goodness:

                “Kindness in the father, filial piety in the son
                Gentility in the elders, humilty and respect in the younger
                Righteousness in the husband, obedience in the wife
                Humane consideration in elders, deference in juniors
                Benevolence in rulers loyalty in subjects.”

If these are observed, “Li” “propriety” will be actualized in the society and harmony will be assured in the home.


        “Chi K’ang-tzu asked whether there were any form of encouragement by which he could induce common people to be respectful and loyal.  The Master said, Approach them with dignity and they will respect you.  Show piety towards your parents and kindness toward your children, and they will be loyal to you.  
Promote those who are worthy, train those who are incompetent; that is the best form of encouragement.”                                  (Analects, II, 20)


S:  Confucius, my dear friend, this is where the rules get a bit personal, don’t you think?  If these ten “I” are followed, I really don’t think harmony has a chance, frankly, either in the society or the home..  I contend that families are much more volatile than that, e.g., the Wittgensteins, the Karamazovs, the Makiokas.
This is not “Li”, it is “chaos theory,” isn’t it?

 
C:  I think you are judging too quickly, Socrates.  Now, I know that your wife Xanthippe is known for tossing pitchers of water, but even short of that, I am convinced that harmony can happen, or have a better chance of happening, if we follow these “proprieties.”  And the Doctrine of the Mean will surely help.  This is getting long, but hear me out:


         (c) The Doctrine of the Mean, or “the golden mean must moderate every rule of propriety.”  This is a very popular rule among the best of all philosophies, isn’t it?  The Buddhists have made this an essential part of their Four Noble Truths, as you know, namely, it is the Fourth of the Four, and the most enlarged of the Truths:  Follow, they say, the Eightfold Noble Path of Right View, Thought, Speech, Behavior, Livelihood, Effort, Mindfulness, and Concentration


Furthermore, the ancient Greek virtue of “meden agan,” or “never too much,” gave rise to the vice of “hubris,” or “overdoing.”  Aristotle called it, finally, The Golden Mean.  So, the Analects has it:
 
        “The Master said, How transcendent is the moral power of the Middle Use! (“to exceed is as bad as it is to fall short”).  That it is but rarely found among the common people is a face long admitted.”
                                                                        (Analects, VI, 27)

S:  Well, Confucius, it is true that this is a very common       “rule” in the greatest of ethical systems, as you have pointed, especially in the oldest of traditions.  However, the extent to which such rules can be argued for in the context of the seemingly hierarchical rules also “just listed” might be somewhat limited, don’t you believe?   At any rate, I suppose you have other “mitigating possibilities” to mention?


C:  Of course, Socrates, there is still much to mention, for instance, that which is considered moral power, or “Te.”


        (4) “Te,” or “power,”  or “ruling or moral power.”  This cannot be rule by “brute force.” In fact, at its best, it would seem to convey the “voluntary cooperation” of the people ruled.  “Te” power should demonstrate the power of moral example.  Such power might even convey “character,” or “prestige,” rather than any notion of “force” of any sort.  This is the “power of “Te” in human relations, “and like the North Star, it keeps its place and other stars turn towards it.”  


        “The Master never talked of prodigies, feats of strength, disorders of nature, or spirits. 
The Master said,  at the power (moral) that is in me.
What have I to fear from such a one as the Minister of   War.”                                                                    (Analects,VII, 20,22)           


S:  You must know, my dear Confucius, that Lord Acton wrote to Bishop Mandell Creighton (April 3, 1887), “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”  If you believe that the Master who claims that Heaven has given him his power to rule morally always, one must, at least, tell him of Lord Acton, mustn’t one?


C:  Perhaps Heaven can ward off the cynicism of Lord Acton.  Surely, there may be rulers who have ruled their nations with absolute corruption, but had they been properly educated in the Confucian tradition, such corruption would have been avoided, don’t you believe?  I believe it to be so, particularly should one educate oneself in the “arts of Wen.”


        (5) “Wen,” or “The arts of peace.”  In the first place, the arts of Wen are arts of peace, not arts of war.   They include music, poetry, painting, songs, dancing, and literature, and set in an aesthetic and spiritual culture.  And Confucius says,

        “By poetry, the mind is aroused, from music the finish is received.  The odes quicken the mind.  They induce self-contemplation.  They teach the art of sensibility.  They help to restrain resentment.  They bring home the duties to parents and to one’s prince.”                                     (Analects, VII, 5,14; IX, 1)

S:  But, my dear Confucius, this is a very benign view of the Arts.  Surely, we  know many positive effects of the arts, poetry, music and the like, but as the Greek Theatre would remind you, there is the corrupting side that must be acknowledged as well.  There are Aeschylus and Sophocles, of course, with their edifying scenes and moral directives.  But Euripides reminds us of the Bacchae, the Medea, and  the wildly destructive side of life.  “All is not sweetness and light in the arts,” so, how does one avoid, or discount, the noir side of the arts?

C:  Well, Socrates, let us not forget the influence of the Heavens.  In the Analects, and in Chinese education, the Heavens (T’ien) represent the ancestors, permanent residents of the Heavens “who are always with us.”  Practically speaking, it is the unspoken word that, in China, “It takes at least five generations to make a family.”   (And, some say “Eight.”)  So, there is “T’ien”:


        (6) “T’ien” or the “Ming of T’ien”  These words have always conveyed for the Scholar, “Ti” for Ancestors, and “T’ien” for the Heavens.  Both connote the realm of the parents and other ancestors past, and the realm of the Earth’s control of human destinies.  So, here is the concept that might even be called the spiritual or religious side of Confucius as it is, also, for the Scholar (“Shih”).


        “The Master said, Heaven begat the power that is in me.  What have I to fear from such a one as Duke Ai? ... I have heard this saying,  ‘Death and Life are the decree of Heaven; wealth and rank depend on the will of Heaven.  If (one) attends to business and does not idle (one’s) time away, if (one) behaves with courtesy to others and observes the rules of the ritual, then all within the Four Seas are his brothers.  How can anyone grieve that (one) is without brothers?”
                                                         (Analects, VII:22; XII:5)

S:  Dear Master, you have given an impressive array of the basic doctrines of your Way.  And, of course, there are some questions that I cannot restrain myself from asking, if you would be so kind to answer.

C:  Of course, Socrates, feel free to ask anything you wish.  As you have said in your Apology, “Ho de anexetastos bios, ou biotos anthropoi,”  (“The unexamined life is not a human life.”), so feel free to ask.


S:  Well said, Old Friend, I am quite impressed with the tremendous scope of the description of the moral rules and principles in your account.  They include virtually every aspect of a normal human life.  The rules and actions, are based on real events from the past, on traditions which you have undergone and described as first hand knowledge.  Then, the commentary you have drawn from your experiences form your rules, rituals, and moods.  All of this installs your principles in the Classical Literature, the calligraphic languages,   schools, formal education, and governmental tests.  Since you were adopted in 130 b.c., even with off and on periods, Confucian standards have been China’s standards.   Thus does history seem to show you the way to your beliefs, education, and culture.   

         So, I wonder if  “tradition” weighs too heavily on your ideas?
I realize that your history has affected fully a quarter of the population of the Earth, and that for two thousand years.  Under your direction, my dear Confucius, your scholars have formed the culture of China, and influenced that of Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia especially as it relates to items of language, literature, schools, government, and cultural arts.  Can “tradition sustain the next thousand years?


C:  My thanks to you, O Socrates, for your analysis and your question of wonderment.  I think you are quite right to be concerned about our “tradition” weighing heavily on my ideas.  And I am concerned that our history not invade our creativity in the future.  Thank you for that observation.  Of course, my friend, it seems  that we share the same dilemma, do we not?  It seems that Greek thought and knowledge has also had another two thousand year “run” in the West, does it not?  Plato’s Academy, and Socrates, look much the standard for inquiry, education, and thought in the West, as Confucius, in the East.  Do you surmise that “tradition” in your back yard may be quite the “yoke” that ours will be?


         But, Socrates, if I am understanding you correctly, you are saying that my philosophy of “goodness,” or “virtue,” is bound by tradition, and is essentially  “backward--looking,” “unprogressive,” “conservative.”  On the simple grounds of the history of China, itself, it seems that your view is mistaken, because even after two thousand years and many “anti-Confucian” incursions, the school children are still actively reciting, by memory, many of the songs and verses, paragraphs from the Analects of Confucius.” 



S:  Needless to say, it seems to me that tradition is deemed to be too important.  You clearly define the nature and history of a people, which the Analects and the Five Classics have demonstrated very well.  And, together with the ancestorial emphasis in the family, you  certainly delineate the importance of the tradition which one must honor.


        However, one wonders about what happens when one does not  identify with the traditional stories and rites, and the confusing Analectic rules at III, 10-11:  “The Master said, At the Ancestral Sacrifice, as for all that comes after the Libation, I had far rather not witness it.  (And) someone asked for an explanation of the Ancestral Sacrifice.  The Master said, I do not know...and he laid his finger upon the palm of his hand.”  (This sounds like a violation of  the
tradition to me.)  


S:      But, on the other hand are choices, there is the apparent dominance of the crucial concerns of the individual person’s life and his or her choices and decisions, while there seems to be relatively few considerations concerning society’s problems as a unitary body, or a whole entity.  Virtually all of what concerns Confucius appears to be what a single individual decides or pursues.


         So, what happens to a considered social decision or pursuit?   Are not many decisions wholly social or political in character, regardless of the individual members education, grooming, and achievements?  As scholars have shown in history, many advances, movements, and achievements have been purely social and political.  Jung’s “dynamic subconscious,” Durkheim’s “anomic society,” and even the “Mandarin Culture” as a unit.  The “social body” often becomes a causal and determinative unit as significant as the “individual.”


C:  Perhaps, Master Socrates, you have a point, even though I see the individual as stated, as most crucial in shaping civilization and culture in China.  It is obvious to me, I believe, that if the individual is ignored or neglected, there is nothing else one can do, to make amends for such a major causative factor in achieving an adequate “Chun-Tzu,” to save a nation, or a world.


S:  Master K’ung Fu-tzu, please allow me to make a final and general concern that I have toward what you have told me about your ideas of culture and learning:  It seems to me a crucial consideration of any philosophical dialogue, such as we have just had, namely:   At what point does our theory, whatever it might be, move from “education” to become  “indoctrination”?  From “training” to “enforcement,” from “discipline” to “punishment? 


C:  My dear Socrates, I will answer you with the very words with which I closed my Analects:   Tzu-chang asked Master K’ung saying, What must a man do, that he may thereby be fitted to govern the land?  The Master said, pay attention to the Five Lovely Things, and put away the Four Ugly Things.

        The Five Lovely Things are:  A Chun-tzu can be bounteous without  extravagance, can get work out of people without arousing resentment, has longings but is never covetous, is proud but never insolent, inspires awe but is never ferocious. ... The Four Ugly Things are:  Putting men to death,  without having taught them the right; that is called savagery.  Expecting the completion of tasks without giving due warning; that is called oppression. To be dilatory about giving orders, but to expect absolute punctuality; that is called being a tormentor.  To let a man have something, to be grudging about bringing it out from within; that is called behaving like a petty functionary.... He who does not understand words, cannot understand people.

        
        So, Socrates, we may meet again in the next thousand years, meanwhile, let me sit in this Garden and think about it.  Farewell.














