Legalism

Legalism was the central governing idea of the Qin
(pronounced Chin) Dynasty, culminating in the unification of
China under the 'First Emperor' Qin Shi Huang. Many
historians believe that Han Fei, a Chinese philosopher during
the early rise of the Qin Dynasty, first created the philosophy
of legalism. He was given the task to change the Qin from a

backward weak state to an advanced and strong civilization ‘ \ ‘

that would be capable of unifying China. Legalist thought has
often been compared to the work of Italian political writer
Niccold Machiavelli who lived during the Renaissance.

Legalism in its most simple form says that all individuals are naturally wicked and
evil and that people will only do the right thing if they are forced to do so. It is thus
up to the state (governing party) to enact strict rules that will make all citizens
(rich or poor) obey the law. Legalism also says that unless people are ruled by a
strong, strict hand, they grow lazy and disrespectful of authority. Rules based on
benevolence (kindness) might work for the short term, but inevitably led to
disorder and failure.

In Chinese history, legalism stated that the law was to be written out and made
public. All people under the ruler were equal in the eyes of the law. In addition,
the system of law ran the state, not the ruler. The ruler was simply part of the
state “machine,” a machine that was to ideally run so well that no matter who the
ruler was, the laws would still keep the state going. This meant that even if the
country had a weak or unworthy ruler, the country would be fine because of the
already established laws that were in place.

Keeping order was the first priority and laws were enforced by strict
rewards/punishments. Han Fei stated that, “Rewards should be rich and certain
so that the people will be attracted by them; punishments should be severe and
definite so that the people will fear them; and laws should be uniform and
steadfast so that the people will be familiar with them.” An example of this would
be somebody knows that a crime has been committed. If the person chooses to
inform authorities about the crime they will be rewarded with money or special
privileges. If, however, they choose not to tell authorities and it is later found out
that they knew information about the crime, they will be punished twice as badly
as those that committed the crime. In fact the standard punishment for not
reporting a crime in ancient China was to be cut in half.

Historically, legalism achieved what all the other
philosophies strove for which was the unification of China.
The Qin Dynasty, operating under the Legalism, finally
unified China in 221 BC. In this respect, legalism was a
success, however, the Qin Dynasty crumbled only eleven
years after uniting China. Qin Shi Huang was ruthless in his
use of Legalism, punishing even small crimes with
decapitation or the loss of a hand or foot. This led to
widespread disapproval of the system and the adoption a
different philosophy (Confucianism) during the Han dynasty.
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