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Chinese Political Theory 

Chinese civilization is characterized by cultural communication since the second 

millennium BC until the present time, Historically, the political history of China is 

divided into three periods of time:  

The first era: ancient history (the Stone Age: Xia, Shang, Western and Eastern Zhao, 

Spring and Autumn, and Warring Kingdoms), 

The second era: the Imperial Era (Qin dynasty, Han dynasty, and the Three Kingdoms, 

Jin dynasty, southern and northern dynasties, Sui, Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming, and Tense),  

The third era: modern times: the Republic of China (1912-1940) and the People's 

Republic of China (1949-present). 

It can be said that the old trends in Chinese political thought were represented in four 

basic schools  

1. Confucian school 

2. Taoist school 

3. Utilitarian school  

4. School of legislators. 
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At the administrative level, the forms of administrative governance in China vary as 

a result of the vast area, history and civilization of 32 administrative regions. 

Economically, the Chinese economy has developed significantly through three basic 

stages,  

First stage: the implementation of the socialist system (1949-1978) and its leader (Mao 

Zedong), at this stage followed the strategy of "Great Leap Forward". 

Second stage: economic reforms (1979-1993) and its leader (Deng Xiaoping) and 

followed multiple measures in order to reduce bureaucratic burdens . 

third stage:  Market socialism with Chinese characteristics (1993 - present) and ensures 

the reform of the rural economic system, the acceleration of the foreign trade system, the 

need to integrate science and technology into the economy, and the encouragement of 

foreign investments and companies.  

Most Chinese speak Mandarin, the official language adopted since 1932, which dates 

back to the language of the Han dynasty, the largest ethnic group in China and is spoken 

by about 1.3 billion, which consists of drawings and shapes exceeding 5,000 characters 

and is written vertically and read from top to bottom. 

Modern Chinese culture witnessed a crisis that ranged between the ancient traditional 

heritage and a modern Western cultural system. 
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Ancient Chinese Political theory  

Political thoughts during this period were shaped by Confucianism, Legalism, Daoism, 

and Mohism. Each school of thought contributed to Chinese governance, ethics, and 

statecraft. 

1. Confucianism 

Confucius (Kong Fuzi, 551–479 BCE) developed a political theory centered on 

morality, virtue, and proper relationships. He advocated for a hierarchical society 

governed by li (rituals) and ren (benevolence). Confucianism emphasized: 

• Moral leadership: Rulers must act as virtuous exemplars, promoting harmony 

through their moral behavior. 

• Meritocracy: Government officials should be selected based on their virtue and 

knowledge, not birthright, laying the groundwork for the civil service system. 

• Social harmony: Confucianism promoted the idea that proper relationships 

between individuals (parent-child, ruler-subject) would create societal stability. 

2. Legalism 

Legalism emerged during the Warring States period (475–221 BCE) and focused on 

strict laws and centralized control. The key proponent, Han Feizi (280–233 BCE), 

advocated for: 

• Rule of law: Legalists believed in the absolute authority of laws over moral 

governance, ensuring control through fear of punishment. 
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• Centralized power: Legalists supported a strong, centralized state to enforce 

laws uniformly, seeing human nature as inherently selfish. 

• Utilitarian governance: The ruler should use law and harsh punishment to 

maintain order, with little concern for morality. 

Legalism was instrumental in the formation of the Qin Dynasty (221–206 BCE), the 

first unified Chinese empire, but its harsh methods also contributed to the dynasty’s 

short-lived rule. 

3. Daoism 

Laozi (traditionally thought to be the author of the Dao De Jing) and Zhuangzi were 

the central figures in Daoism, a philosophy that emphasized harmony with nature and 

minimal interference by rulers. Key political concepts include: 

• Wuwei (non-action): Rulers should govern by aligning with the natural order 

and avoid imposing too many laws or regulations. This idea promotes 

minimalism in governance. 

• Simplicity and humility: Daoist rulers are advised to be humble and 

unpretentious, allowing society to self-regulate without heavy-handed control. 

Daoism contrasted sharply with Legalism but influenced certain periods of Chinese 

history, especially during times of peace when rulers preferred less intervention. 

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_China.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


    
 
Doctoral Program of Political Science: Modern Political Science   

     03:  Chinese Political Theory 

 
 
                 

5 

4. Mohism 

Mozi (circa 470–391 BCE) founded Mohism, which offered an alternative to 

Confucianism and Legalism. Mohism focused on: 

• Universal love: Mozi advocated for impartial love for all people, believing that 

social problems arose from favoritism and nepotism. 

• Merit-based governance: Similar to Confucianism, Mohism supported the idea 

that rulers should be chosen based on their abilities rather than birthright. 

• Pacifism: Mohists were opposed to war and advocated for defensive strategies 

over offensive actions. 

Although Mohism did not gain as much long-term influence as Confucianism or 

Legalism, its focus on egalitarianism and meritocracy contributed to Chinese 

intellectual history.  
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