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Political Legitimacy Derived from the “Way of Heaven”: The Character of Political Ethics in

Ancient China
Li Jianhua and Jiang Zihao

Abstract: The unity of heaven and man is an important path for understanding the Chinese cosmology, worldview
and ethics. It not only has profoundly influenced Chinese people’s thought about the relationship between human beings
and nature, but also is an important way to explore the world of human ethics, because the idea of “the unity of
heaven and man” is a “source thought” in Chinese culture, which contains the depth and tension. It can be
integrated into different systems of thoughts. To grasp ancient Chinese political ethics must start from the concept of the
unity of heaven and man, because the way of heaven and the way of the king always revolve around the question of
“what should be and what is” in the political system, while the way of the king and the way of man focus on the
question of regime rule, and political legitimacy mainly focuses on the ruler’s virtue. From the way of heaven to the
way of government, and from the way of kings to the way of humanity, a logical and holistic chain of political
legitimacy is founded.

Key words: the unity of heaven and men; heavenly way; political ethics; political legitimacy
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