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Confucianism strongly influenced pre-modern Chinese political thought and society. 

According to Tongdong, political thought in traditional China flourished under the Spring 

and Autumn and Warring States periods (SAWS, 770-222 BCE). It was during this time that 

the feudalistic, pyramid-like structure of the Zhou was beginning to collapse due to the 

overexpansion of the empire (Tongdong, 2012). In addition to the pre-modern emergence of 

independent Westphalian-like principalities,
1
 this period was also characterized by a rich 

source of statecraft known as the ‘Contention of One Hundred Schools of Thought’. This, 

according to Bell, referred to the growing influence of the major philosophical schools of 

thought that were led by the Pre-Qin masters (Bell, 2008). The most famous of these masters 

was Confucius or Kong Zi (551-479BCE), the founder of Confucianism. As Confucius notes, 

one of the most pressing issues that he and his followers tried to address was the issue of 

modernity: “I transmit but do not innovate; and I believe in and love antiquity” (Legge, 

2012). However, instead of advocating a return to the earlier “Golden Age of Zhou” 

(Murphey, 2008, p. 40), Confucius responded to his external environment and innovated a 

quasi-religious system by reviving old knowledge that was relevant to his time.  

 

One of the basic features of this system was the legitimacy of the sovereign through 

Confucius’ cosmology. By reinforcing the ‘Mandate of Heaven’ from the Western Zhou 

period, which stated, “Heaven hears through the ears of the people, and Heaven sees through 

the eyes of the People” (Tongdong, 2012, p. 25), Confucianism claimed that the leader or the 

“Son of Heaven” (tianzi) was located between the natural cosmic order and the human social 

order (Mingming, 2012). As a result, it was the responsibility of this ‘nobility by merit’ 

(Tongdong, 2012, p. 76) to bring virtues from Heaven to Earth and thereby rule with 

benevolence. This suggests that while in this cosmic hierarchy the leader is positioned above 

the people, his ability to rule depends on the people. Consequently, if the Mandate of Heaven 

is lost, as it was under the brutal rule of the Qin (Gore, 2014), and the cosmological order 

collapses, the people have a duty to remove the ruler and subject him to punishment 

(Tongdong, 2012). This “duty to rebel” highlights the importance of legitimacy in the 

Chinese cultural psyche, and reinforces the Confucian principle to “let the ruler be a ruler, the 

subject be a subject, the father be a father, and the son be a son” (Legge, 2014). In addition to 

implying that each part has a responsibility to fulfill its role so that harmony spreads to the 

whole, this statement highlights that Chinese notions of identity and society are structured 

around familial relations. These relations, which result in familial love and empathy for 

strangers, according to Mencius, are what ultimately make a person human (Tongdong, 

2012). This suggests that at the core of Confucianism is ‘humanism’, which in Chinese 

                                                           
1
 These pre-modern ‘states’, which existed two thousand years before the Middle Ages, already possessed two 

key features of the modern nation-state: sovereignty and territory (Yan, 2011). This demonstrates that there are 

many paths to modernity and that the West’s path, which consisted of equality, liberty, and a market economy, 

was only one of them. See Tongdong, B. (2012). China: The Political Philosophy of the Middle Kingdom. New 

York: Zed Books, p. 18-19.  



thought refers to the cultivation of virtues such as ren (benevolence), shu (forgiveness), li 

(rules of propriety), and yi (morality).  

 

While critics such as Han Feizi argued that Confucianism paints an impossibly idealistic 

picture of reality (Watson, 2013), the application of Confucianism during the Han Dynasty 

and the later Tang Dynasty demonstrated that these principles were applicable to other 

schools of thought, including Legalism, Daoism, and Buddhism (Garfield & Edelglass, 

2011). In this sense, while Confucian principles were considered to be the ideal from Heaven, 

their real purpose was to be put into practice on Earth. As a result, in addition to forming a 

new social glue within China by emphasizing humanity as the centre of a good society 

(Tongdong, 2012), Confucianism benefitted China’s external environment by informing 

Chinese strategic culture. As Johnson (2009) notes, notions such as “peace is precious” and 

“harmony without uniformity” (Embassy of PRC, 2014) did not only influence Sun Tzu’s 

strategic goal of winning a war without resorting to the use of force (Johnston, 1995), but it 

also led to the creation of a Chinese “world” order (Fairbank, 1968) –  the tributary system.
2
 

Based on the Confucian model of family and cosmological hierarchy (Qin, 2009), the 

tributary system institutionalized Chinese dominance by reinforcing China as the centre 

suzerain surrounded by inferior vassals, who were expected to pay homage to the Emperor. 

 

While this was a system of inequality, it should be noted that China played a major role in 

maintaining stability by “providing public goods and governing the system” (Qin, 2009, p. 

36) so as to attract other states by virtue of its benevolence. These good relations even 

extended to Western powers during the 16
th

 Century. As Gore notes, the acceptance of Jesuits 

in society during China’s Ming era of maritime exploration led to relations that were 

“culturally oriented and mutually respectful” (Gore, 2014, p. 202). Such arrangements lasted 

until China was made to confront the West’s “nakedly violent forms of Colonialism” 

(Murphey, 2008, p. 57) in the 19
th

 Century. This resulted in the Opium Wars which, 

according to Gore (2014), were more than a dispute over opium trade, and marked the 

beginning of China’s “100 years of shame and humiliation” (Medeiros, 2009, p. 10). Gore’s 

comment suggests that the wars were a symbol of the contest between the advanced West and 

China, stuck within its inward-looking, agrarian, and Confucian confinements. As a result, 

China’s traditional political and social structures soon collapsed.  

 

The attack on Confucianism began with the Hundred Days of reform movement in 1898 

(Dillon, 2010), where Confucianism was blamed for spreading cronyism (Tongdong, 2012) 

and justifying authoritarian nationalism (Gamer, 2008). While Chinese radicals initially 

adopted ideas such as Mr. Science and Mr. Democracy (Gu, 2001), it was only after the 

defeat of the Nanjing Nationalist regime that Marxist-Leninism emerged as an anti-

imperialist, anti-capitalist movement under the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921 

                                                           
2
It is important to highlight Fairbank’s comment that for China this was a “global” system. This relates back to 

Confucian cosmology and the idea that, like the emperor within China, China itself stood at the centre of a 

larger unequal system. Hence, this outer system was only a larger representation of China from within. This 

suggests that conceptually, the “world” was structured around a natural hierarchy that consisted of the people-

family, the state-family, and the tributary-family. The notion of others beyond this system was inconceivable for 

early China until the later dynasties following the Mongol threat from the North and contact with the West from 

the South (through the maritime realm). See Qin, 2009, p. 36-38. 

 

 



(Gamer, 2008). In this sense, after almost three decades of revolution against foreign 

invaders, the CCP’s strategic decision to unite China under the People’s Republic (1949) 

demonstrates that China’s reality was now being shaped by a new ideology that was based on 

revolutionary modernization, and not Confucian traditionalism.  
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