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Lesson Three – Ancient Chinese Philosophies  

6.33 Analyze the structure of the Zhou Dynasty and the emergence of Taoism, Confucianism, and Legalism. 
6.34 Identify the political and cultural problems prevalent in the time of Confucius and how he sought to solve 
them. 

Confucius 
Who was Confucius? 
Confucius was a teacher who lived in eastern China from 551 to 479 BCE, during the Warring States period. He 
lived in the state of Lu, in what is now Shandong province. Lu was invaded several times as warring lords fought for 
control of the state. Confucius believed that the constant warfare was a result of a lack of morality among people and 
rulers. Confucius thought that society was broken and that the relationships between people needed to change before 
a peaceful and unified China could emerge. 

During Confucius’s time, there were multiple wars in different states that had once been united under the Zhou. It 
was a period of chaos and political instability as feudal lords were constantly defeated in battle. Confucius believed 
China was in disorder because the lords were not ruling well. He believed rulers needed to be honest, rule fairly, and 
set a good example for their subjects. Confucius also believed government officials needed to display these same 
qualities so that people’s faith in their rulers and officials would return. He believed that if rulers acted with integrity, 
then their subjects would gladly follow their leadership and order would be restored to China. How do historians 
know this is what Confucius taught? 

After Confucius’s death, several of his followers, or students, collected his sayings and published them in a book 
called The	Analects. This book preserved the teaching of Confucius for future generations. 

What were the main ideas of Confucianism? 
Confucius believed that the key to a successful society was relationships that were based on honesty and respect. He 
defined five key relationships: ruler and subject, father and son, husband and wife, older brother and younger 
brother, and friend and friend. Of these five relationships, only the relationship between a friend and friend was 
considered a relationship of equals. Confucius considered the other four to be hierarchical relationships. In a 
hierarchical relationship, one person has more power, but each person has a distinct role and set of responsibilities. 

Although Confucius spoke of the father-son and older brother-younger brother relationships, the same relationships 
held true for a mother and a daughter or an older sister and a younger sister. However, according to Confucius, 
women were obedient to men, so a husband held the power in a marriage. 

Confucius believed that in each relationship, the person with more power was required to set a good example for the 
other person and to use his or her power wisely. This person should act fairly and honestly, showing those below him 
how to behave with integrity. The person with less power was expected to obey and respect the more powerful 
individual. So a younger brother would obey and respect his older brother. However, if the older brother did not 
behave with honesty and integrity, he would not be worthy of respect. 

Confucius taught that if each person acted according to his or her station in life, then society would run 
smoothly. China would once again have a peaceful, well-ordered state, rather than the chaos that existed during 
the Warring States period. 

How did Confucianism influence Chinese government? 
Confucianism, or the teachings of Confucius, did not have a great influence on Chinese government during his 
life. However, after his death, his followers established schools and collected his lessons in The	Analects. These efforts 
helped to continue the spread of Confucianism, which would eventually have an influence on later Chinese dynasties 
and continues to affect Chinese culture today. 

In particular, the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) was influenced by the teachings of Confucius. The Han 
established a large empire and needed an orderly and effective system of government to manage the territory. This 
led them to choose government officials based on their qualifications rather than their connections. Previously, 
government posts had been awarded to the sons of nobles, to gain the nobles’ loyalty. The Han instituted the civil 
service exam and gave government posts to those with the highest scores. This merit-based system had its roots in 
Confucianism. Confucian ideals were also taught in schools at every level, so many of those officials who passed the 
exams were heavily influenced by Confucianism. 
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Answer the following questions using the article. 

Who was Confucius? 
 
 
According to Confucius, the reasons for the Warring States Period were… 
 
 
What did Confucius believe about rulers? 
 
 
What is the significance of The Analects? 
 
 
What did Confucius think was the key to a successful society? 
 
 
List the five relationships and note if they were hierarchal or equal. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
Describe what Confucius believed for the following people in a relationship. 
Person with More Power - 
 
Person with Less Power -  
 
What helped to spread Confucianism? 
 
 
Which Dynasty was influenced by Confucianism? 

A.) Zhou 
B.) Shang 
C.) Qin 
D.) Han 

What was the purpose of civil service exams? 
 
 

Watch, “Who Was Confucius” 
Describe the times in which Confucius lived. 
 
 
What was Confucius’ philosophy that he formed? 
 
 
Why would a son testifying against his father when his father stole a sheep not go against the beliefs of 
Confucius? 
 
 
Why did Confucius travel? 
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“Do not inflict upon others, that which you yourself would not want.” Do you think his saying is still relevant 
today? 
 
 

Watch, “Eastern Philosophy - Confucianism” 
Where could you find the teachings of Confucianism today? 
 
Describe the meaning behind each of the following teachings of Confucianism. 
1. Ceremony is important -  
 
 
2. We should treat our parents with reverence - 
 
 
3. We should be obedient to honorable people - 
 
 
4. Cultivated knowledge can be more important than creativity - 
 
 
5. Constant Virtues - 
 
 

Respond 
What is one teaching from Confucius you agree with? Why? 
 
 
What is one teaching from Confucius you do not agree with? Why? 
 
 
Identify the political and cultural problems prevalent in the time of Confucius and how he sought to solve them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Daoism and Nature 
What other important philosophies were developed during this time? 

Another major philosophy that developed in ancient China during this time was Daoism, sometimes written 
as Taoism. Followers of Daoism believe that Laozi (sometimes seen spelled as Lao Tzu) is the founder of Daoism. 
However, unlike Confucius, some historians are unsure if Laozi existed. If Laozi did exist, it is generally agreed that 
he probably lived in China around 500 BCE, slightly before the time of Confucius. 

Because of the lack of evidence, most of what is known of Laozi comes from the legends surrounding him. One of the 
most famous legends is about Laozi leaving China for the West near the beginning of the Warring	States	period. As he 
was leaving, the guard of the Xiangu pass that led to the Qin state asked Laozi to write down his teachings so that 



4	 																																																																																
they would not be lost to the Chinese. According to the legend, these writings became the Daodejing, or “The Classic of 
the Way of Power.” However, some historians argue that the Daodejing was written by a series of people over many 
years. You may also see this book called the Tao	Te	Ching, a title that uses an older method to translate writing 
Chinese characters as English syllables. 

The Daodejing teaches that everything comes from the Dao (the correct way or path in life), and that people could 
have peace and experience the Dao if they lived in harmony with and followed the example of nature. Daoists noticed 
that nature was full of opposites: night and day, winter and summer, and wet and dry. Daoism calls these opposite 
forces yin, the shadowy force, and yang, the sunlit force. Daoists believe people can find harmony by balancing these 
opposites. 

Daoists also noticed that the elements of nature accepted their place in the world. Daoists believe humans should 
model this principle by accepting their situations and trying to live as simply as possible. In addition, Daoists taught 
that humans should accept the negative things that happened to them, because nature would eventually balance these 
with good things. 

How did Daoism affect Chinese Society? 

Like The	Analects, the Daodejing also contains specific instructions about how to rule. However, the Daodejing does not 
have detailed rules for all the relationships people maintain. Instead, Daoists believed that rules kept people from 
living in harmony with nature. Therefore, rulers should interfere in the lives of their subjects as little as possible. A 
good ruler was one who enforced few laws and allowed his subjects the freedom to find the Dao, or correct path in 
life, by themselves. 

During certain dynasties, such as the Tang, Daoist texts were used for civil service examinations. This meant that to 
be considered a competent civil servant, or government worker, a person needed to be well versed in the principles of 
Daoism. Daoism has also shaped styles of literature, painting, and calligraphy (including the works of Wang Xizhi, 
one of the greatest Chinese calligraphers) throughout Chinese history. The Daoist principles of yin and yang, with an 
emphasis on balance, have influenced all aspects of Chinese culture. Daoist thought also influences Chinese medical 
practices such as acupuncture and martial arts such as tai chi. 

Many Chinese people continue to follow Daoism today, especially on the island nation of Taiwan. Daoism has also 
spread to areas that were once under China’s cultural sphere, such as the Korean Peninsula and Vietnam. 

 
Answer the following questions using the article. 

Fill in the chart with the similar term. 
Confucius  

Confucianism  
The Analects  

Summarize the story of how the Daodejing came to be. 
 
 
Define the following elements of Taoism. 
Dao - 
Yin - 
Yang - 
Harmony - 
What does Taoism say in terms of how humans should behave? 
 
 
Describe what Taoists believe about the following. 
Rules - 
Rulers - 
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List some elements of Chinese culture that Taoism has influenced. 
 
 

Watch, “Eastern Philosophy – Lao Tzu” 
Summarize the events of Lao Tzu’s life using drawings. 
   

   

Describe how each philosopher’s taste of vinegar describes their belief’s about the world. 
Confucius (Sour) - 
Buddha (Bitter) - 
Lao Tzu (Sweet) - 
In order to follow the Dao, what are some teachings we would need to follow? 
 
 
Why is Daoism tied so much to nature? 
 
 

Watch, “The Hidden Meanings of Yin and Yang” 
Draw the symbol and explain each element within it. 
 

Describe some of the Yin and Yang relationships mentioned in the video. 
Yin Yang 
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What are some behaviors the exhibit pursuing the Dao? 
 
 

Legalism and Its Influence 
How did Legalism influence Chinese society? 

Han Feizi, the founder of Legalism, lived from 280–233 BCE, toward the end of the Zhou dynasty. 
Like Laozi and Confucius before him, Han Feizi was concerned with creating a peaceful and well-ordered society. 
However, he believed China’s problems were caused by something very different from imbalance or the lack of 
respect and fairness in relationships. 

Han Feizi believed people were primarily selfish and only interested in doing what would most benefit them. 
Therefore, Han Feizi believed rulers needed to enact strict rules and maintain control by rewarding good behavior 
and punishing poor behavior. 

Living at the end of the Zhou dynasty, Han Feizi saw unrest around him as rulers grabbed power and then were 
overthrown. Unlike Confucius, who believed rulers could keep their power as long as they were just and wise, Han 
Feizi believed rulers needed to have absolute control and be supported by a strong military to maintain power. He 
also believed rulers should not place their trust in others. 

Qin Shi Huang Di 

Like Daoism and Confucianism, Legalism affected the way China was ruled. After the Warring States period, 
China was united under the Qin Empire. Qin Shi Huang Di, the emperor who ruled from 221 to 210 BCE, agreed with 
the basic belief of Legalism that people could not be trusted. So he set up a strict government with tight control and 
fierce punishments. He also tried to control his opposition by imprisoning or killing people who spoke unfavorably of 
him and removing books he believed to contain dangerous or harmful information, including books on Confucian 
thought. 

Emperor Qin accomplished a great deal during his reign and laid the foundation for the dynasties that would follow. 
However, his policies killed thousands of people, and his rule was so unpopular that soon after his death his successor 
was overthrown. After a brief transition, the Han dynasty took power and governed using the ideas of Confucianism 
rather than the Legalist ideas that had influenced the Qin dynasty. 

The major philosophies of ancient China affected not only the government that ruled the land but also its people. 
Even today, these belief systems continue to play a role in lives of the Chinese people. 

 
Answer the following questions using the article. 

How did Han Feizi differ from Confucius? 
 
 
What did Han Feizi believe in terms of how rulers should rule? 
 
 
How did Qin Shi Huang Di practice Legalism? 
 
 
Why would Legalism be unpopular? 
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Watch, “Han Feizi” 

Why were there so many philosophies to come out of the warring states period? 
 
 
List some of beliefs of Legalism? 
 
 
How has Legalism influenced China’s development? 
 
 

Watch, “The Legalists” 
How did Confucianism differ from legalism? 
 
 
Why did the Qin burn books? 
 
 
Why would Confucianism be a threat to the Qin Dynasty? 
 
 

Activity 
Create a drawing that encompasses the beliefs of each of the philosophies that were studied in this lesson. 

Include a description below each drawing that tells how your it reflects the beliefs of the philosophy. Use the 
back of this sheet to complete the activity. 
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Ancient Chinese Philosophies 
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