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The Harsh Ideas of Legalism

A very different school of thought from Confucianism and Daoism developed from another Chinese philosopher, Hanfeizi, who died in 233 B.C.  Hanfeizi scoffed the Confucian idea that people would follow the example of a good ruler and believed that “the nature of man is evil and his goodness is acquired.”  According to Hanfeizi, greed was the motive for most actions and the cause of most conflicts. The only way to achieve order was to pass strict laws and enforce them with harsh punishments.  Because of his emphasis on laws, Hanfeizi’s teachings were known as Legalism.  

Document 1. A ruler’s most important tool is power.  Holding this power in his hands, he can bring about the best kind of government.  He can choose the most able officials.  He can fairly punish or reward his people.  It should be made clear to his subjects that, if they do their best, they will be rewarded.  Honor and wealth are uppermost in the mind of every citizen.  Hoping to get them, a man will risk even his life to do what his ruler wishes.

1. Why is power the “Ruler’s most important tool”?  Explain. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document 2. Rewards should be rich and certain so that they will attract people.  Punishments should be severe and definite so that people will fear them

2. What is the role of reward and punishment? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document 3. A great ruler does not need love or loyalty.  He needs only to make sure his subjects obey him.  For one good man who can be trusted, there will be a thousand others...

3. Why is obedience more important than love or loyalty? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document 4. Even an honest man may steal if he knows he can get away with it.  But the worst thief will not touch a bag of gold in plain sight in the market place.  A wise ruler tries to prevent crimes before they can take place.  When they do take place, he punishes those who have committed them.  It is this, not the teaching of morals that keeps people honest.

4a. Is the nature of man good or bad? ___________________________________________

4b. What will prevent the worst of men from committing crimes?____________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

