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Chinese philosophy 
Chinese philosophy, a rich and multifaceted tradition spanning millennia, 
has profoundly shaped the cultural, political, and social landscape of China 
and East Asia. Rooted in ancient cosmology and ethics, it emphasizes 
harmony, balance, and the interconnectedness of all things. 

A Historical Overview: 

Chinese philosophy evolved through several key periods, each marked by 
distinct schools of thought: 

Ancient Period (Pre-Zhou Dynasty): 

This era was characterized by a focus on divination, ancestor worship, and 
the understanding of cosmic forces. 

The I Ching (Book of Changes) emerged as a foundational text, exploring 
the dynamic interplay of yin and yang and the principles of change. 
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Zhou Dynasty (1046-256 BCE): 

This period witnessed the flourishing of classical Chinese philosophy, with 
the emergence of Confucianism, Daoism, and Legalism. 

The "Hundred Schools of Thought" competed for influence, shaping the 
intellectual landscape of China. 

Qin and Han Dynasties (221 BCE-220 CE): 

Legalism gained prominence during the Qin Dynasty, emphasizing strict 
laws and centralized authority. 

Confucianism was adopted as the official state ideology during the Han 
Dynasty, shaping the civil service and social order. 

The integration of yin-yang cosmology and the Five Elements into 
Confucian thought created a syncretic system. 

Six Dynasties and Sui-Tang Dynasties (220-907 CE): 

Buddhism, particularly Mahayana Buddhism, arrived in China from India, 
significantly influencing Chinese philosophy and culture. 

Daoism experienced a resurgence, with the development of religious 
Daoism and the integration of Buddhist concepts. 

The interaction between Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism led to the 
development of new philosophical syntheses. 



  CHINESE PHILOSOPHY : ปรัชญาจีน 

 

 

 

Song and Ming Dynasties (960-1644 CE): 

Neo-Confucianism, particularly the Cheng-Zhu school, became the 
dominant philosophical system, emphasizing moral cultivation and the 
investigation of principles. 

Wang Yangming's school of Neo-Confucianism emerged, emphasizing the 
unity of knowledge and action and the importance of intuition. 

Qing Dynasty and Modern Period (1644-Present): 

The Qing Dynasty saw a period of intellectual ferment, with debates 
between different schools of Neo-Confucianism and the emergence of 
evidential learning. 

The encounter with Western philosophy in the modern period led to the 
development of diverse and complex intellectual currents, including 
attempts to synthesize Chinese and Western thought. 

Communism has also had a massive impact on modern Chinese 
philosophy. 

Key Philosophical Concepts and Schools: 

Confucianism: 
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Founded by Confucius (551-479 BCE), Confucianism emphasizes ethical 
conduct, social harmony, and the cultivation of virtue. 

Key concepts include ren (benevolence), yi (righteousness), li (ritual 
propriety), zhi (wisdom), and xin (trustworthiness). 

Confucianism stresses the importance of filial piety, respect for elders, and 
the performance of social roles. 

It has had a profound influence on Chinese education, government, and 
social ethics. 

Daoism (Taoism): 

Attributed to Laozi (6th century BCE), Daoism emphasizes living in harmony 
with the Dao (the Way), the underlying principle of the universe. 

Key concepts include wu wei (non-action), yin and yang (complementary 
opposites), and the acceptance of change. 

Daoism advocates for simplicity, spontaneity, and the pursuit of inner 
peace. 

It has influenced Chinese art, literature, and medicine. 

Legalism: 

Emphasizes strict laws, centralized authority, and the use of rewards and 
punishments to maintain social order. 

Key figures include Han Feizi (3rd century BCE). 
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Legalism rejects the Confucian emphasis on morality and advocates for a 
pragmatic approach to governance. 

Yin and Yang: 

Represents the complementary and interdependent forces that govern the 
universe. 

Yin represents the feminine, passive, and dark aspects, while yang 
represents the masculine, active, and light aspects. 

The interplay of yin and yang creates balance and harmony in the cosmos. 

Five Elements (Wu Xing): 

Represents the five fundamental elements of nature: wood, fire, earth, 
metal, and water. 

The Five Elements interact in cycles of generation and overcoming, 
explaining the dynamic processes of the universe. 

They are used to explain phenomena in various fields, including medicine, 
music, and cosmology. 

Neo-Confucianism: 

A revival of Confucianism during the Song and Ming dynasties, integrating 
concepts from Daoism and Buddhism. 

Key figures include Zhu Xi (1130-1200) and Wang Yangming (1472-1529). 
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Neo-Confucianism emphasizes moral self-cultivation, the investigation of 
principles, and the unity of knowledge and action. 

Buddhism: 

Mahayana buddhism had a huge impact on china. Concepts such as Karma, 
reincarnation, and the pursuit of enlightenment through meditation and 
ethical conduct were integrated into Chinese culture. 

 

Influence and Legacy: 

Chinese philosophy has profoundly shaped the cultural, political, and 
social landscape of China and East Asia. 

Confucianism has been a dominant force in Chinese society for centuries, 
influencing education, government, and family life. 

Daoism has influenced Chinese art, literature, medicine, and the pursuit of 
inner peace. 

The concepts of yin and yang and the Five Elements have been integrated 
into various aspects of Chinese culture, including medicine, feng shui, and 
martial arts. 

Chinese philosophy continues to be relevant in the modern world, offering 
insights into ethics, governance, and the pursuit of harmony. 
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