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Historical Reflections on the Transition from the People-Oriented
Concept to the Officials-First Reality in Chinese Traditional Society

Zhou Hongyan, Jiang Chang (Hubei University)

Abstract The people-oriented concept in traditional Chinese society originated from the era of Yao and
Shun, and was systematically expressed and theoretically demonstrated in the Warring States Period. However,
the ideas of officials-first began to sprout along with the popularity of the people-oriented concept, and gradually
replaced it since the Qin Dynasty to become the actual popular ideas and the reality of social life in more
than two thousand years of imperial autocracy in China. Although the officials-first concept has represented
historical progress and certain historical inevitability, many disadvantages have also existed and resulted in
negative effects and unhealthy social influences. The fundamental reason for the transition from the people-
oriented concept to the officials-first reality is that the ideas of people-oriented itself have some problems. In
the traditional society, the people-oriented concept is just a means of rule rather than the goal of pursuit; it is
the monarch’s people-oriented concept in the feudal hierarchy, not the people-oriented concept in the sense of
equality of all people. Under any system, the ruler can claim to be people-oriented, but in reality he may put the
officials first. The traditional practice only requires the monarch to observe the people-oriented ideas morally
without legal protection. Modern China has realized the dominant position of the people whose happiness is the
ultimate goal of social management. The solution to the problem of officials-oriented needs to not only change
from the “officials-oriented” to modern “people-oriented” concept and improve democratic politics, but also
put power under the law.

Key words people-oriented; officials-first; officials-oriented; entering the official career; the people-

oriented concept
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