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Transformation of Legalists’ Political Thoughts during the
Middle and Late Warring States Period: Observation from
The Book of Lord Shang to Book of Han Fei

Li Yujie

Abstract: With the ongoing wars of annexation during late Warring States and the increasingly clear trend of
unification, the integrated governance mechanisms of the Qin State during the middle Warring States period
gradually changed into a monarch-centered political pattern. Likewise, the Legalists’ state-centered theory and
the integrated governance ideas, as represented by The Book of Lord Shang, began their transformation towards
monarch-centered political thoughts marked with “honoring the monarch and valuing the art” and “esteeming
the laws and stressing the penalty,” as represented by Books of Han Fei. In The Book of Lord Shang, Shang Yang,
along with others, advocated establishing a “law”-based, state-centered theory in order to achieve all-round

governance of “one government,” “one law,” “one people” and “one religion” that honored the “state” and “law”;
by this system, the state could make intervention in society with extreme measures, The political thoughts of
The Book of Lord Shang broke down the traditional patriarchal state’s “governance” boundary between state and
soclety and set the entire social “space,” political or non-political, under the state control by means of mutual
supervision between officials and civilians and punishment for being related to one who had committed an
offence. All these measures were aimed to achieve unprecedentedly powerful integrated governance. In contrast,
the Book of Han Fei, written in late Warring States, accentuated monarch-centered autocracy at the juncture
of great unification but at the same time proposed the policy of the state’s all-round permeating, integrating
and manipulating society under the centralized monarchic system. The development fully demonstrated
the transformation from the state-centered principle, as proposed in The Book of Lord Shang, to a political
bureaucratic system under the centralized monarchic system. The Book of Han Fei particularly highlighted the
changes in the political relations between “state” and “monarch” and between “monarch” and “subjects.” It
was aimed to increase the state’s power of permeation and control over the public and private social “space” by
“honoring the monarch and valuing the art” and “esteeming the laws and stressing the penalty.” Therefore, the
monarch-centered political thought in Book of Han Fei 1s typical of the integration of autocratic monarchy and
totalitarianism in the history of Chinese political thoughts, and this contains the property of political arbitrariness

and oligarchic power, property in which The Book of Lord Shang is inferior to the Book of Han Fei.
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