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Abstract

“Horizons of Legal History: Methods, Interests, and
Paradigms” by Liang Zhiping 梁治平, originally
published in 2002, offers a concise overview of the
major stages of Chinese legal-historical research em-
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bedded in a genealogy of the field. Newly trans-
lated into English here, this historical epistemology
reconstructs Chinese legal historiography through
the lens of its evolving self-understanding as an aca-
demic discipline and ongoing search for a specificum.
Nearly 25 years after its publication, Liang’s call for
a self-reflexive legal history, grounded in society and
practice and open to insights from history, cultural,
and social studies, appears more timely than ever.

„Perspektiven der Rechtsgeschichte: Methodik,
Erkenntnisinteresse und Paradigmen“ von Liang
Zhiping梁治平 bietet einen grundlegenden Überblick
über die wichtigsten Stationen der chinesischen
rechtshistorischen Forschungspraxis, eingebettet
in eine Genealogie des Fachs. Diese vorliegend
erstmalig in die englische Sprache übersetzte his-
torische Epistemologie rekonstruiert die chinesische
Rechtshistoriografie im Spiegel ihres sich wandel-
nden Selbstverständnisses als wissenschaftliche
Disziplin und ihrer fortdauernden Suche nach
ihrem specificum. Beinahe 25 Jahre nach seiner
Veröffentlichung erscheint Liangs Plädoyer für eine
selbstreflexive, in Gesellschaft und Praxis verankerte
und gegenüber Erkenntnissen der Geschichts-,
Kultur- und Sozialwissenschaften aufgeschlossene
Rechtsgeschichte zeitgemäßer denn je.

Introduction

The article “Horizons of Legal History: Methods,
Interests and Paradigms” was first published by
the Chinese scholar Liang Zhiping in 2002. Pro-
fessor Liang iswidely regarded as one of themost
distinguished analysts of Chinese legal culture.
He has written numerous books on questions of
law, history, and culture, several of which have
been translated into English. He has held visiting
positions at Harvard, Columbia Law School, and
the University of Hong Kong during the 1980s
and has himself translated important Western
authors into Chinese, including books by au-
thors such asHarold J. Berman or CliffordGeertz.
Most importantly, Professor Liang advanced the
approach of cultural interpretation to Chinese
law as a framework for his legal historical re-
search, which is still valid in today’s discourse.

After Professor Liang completed his under-
graduate studies at Southwest University of
Politic Science and Law in Chongqing—being
among the earliest batch of law students after the
re-opening of law schools in China following the
cultural revolution—Liangmajored in the history
of foreign legal systems at Renmin University,
where he graduated in 1985, and immediately
started his teaching career. After holding a posi-
tion at the Institute of Chinese Culture at the
Chinese National Academy of Arts for many
years, he transferred to Zhejiang University in
Hangzhou in 2021, where he has been Professor
of Legal History, Legal Culture, and Law and
Society ever since.

Out of his many outstanding works on com-
parative legal culture and history, fields which
Professor Liang has contributed considerably to,

we have chosen to translate his article “Hori-
zons of Legal History: Methods, Interest and
Paradigms”, which was published in the core
journal Chinese Culture in 2002.i One might won-
der: Why decide to translate an article from a
Chinese legal historian that was published nearly
25 years ago when there have been many more
recent works? For example, would Liang’s article
“Between ‘Acting Law’ and ‘Civil Law’ — Recon-
sideration of the Study of the ‘History of Civil
Law’ in China”, published in 2017 in the Tribune
of Political Science and Law, or perhaps “Between
‘Rule of Law’ and ‘Rule by Law’”, published in
Dushu in 2021, not have been more suitable?

It was chosen because the article is of partic-
ular significance for many reasons. It not only
offers a review of legal historiography but also
traces the evolution of Chinese legal historiog-
raphy as a specialized discipline through the
changes in its methods, interests, and paradigms.
It presents legal historiography as shaped by
human interests, influenced by social realities
within a specific time and geographical scope.
It explores the rich tradition of historiography
in China and depicts the varying “paradigms”
of legal history traditions in modern China, i. e.
the “set of unquestionable theories or beliefs that
historians, either consciously or unconsciously,
invoke as the basis for their work, determining
the way they ask questions, the scope of their
inquiries, and even the final conclusions they

i Chinese “Zhongguo wenhua中国文化”. Chinese Culture
is one of the only journals in mainland China that still
publishes articles in traditional Chinese characters (Fan-
tizi繁体字), and this article was no different.
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reach.”ii Professor Liang’s article does not simply
examine the mainstream of legal history research
but also includes research from the periphery.

This perspective seems especially notewor-
thy in the light of the recent transformations
within the regime of legal historiography in
China. While Professor Liang’s article meticu-
lously outlined the development trajectory of
modern Chinese legal history and uncovered the
various traditions and path dependencies within
up until the early 2000s, the decades since its
release have seen unprecedented levels of eco-
nomic growth, as well as societal change within
China. Similar to the transformative period of the
1980s and 1990s after Reform and Opening-Up,
which helped to shape the scholarly environment
of which Liang wrote about, these recent shifts
in the broader social context mean that legal his-
toriography in China once again finds itself at a
crossroads. The field is (still) in search of a new
paradigm and narrative capable of supporting
the nation’s pursuit of great rejuvenation, foster-
ing national unity, and underscoring a policy and
legal statecraft grounded in self-reliance.

When a draft of this translationwas discussed
during an academic workshop with Professor
Liang Zhiping, held at the Max Planck Institute
for Legal History and Legal Theory (mpilhlt)
in March 2026, the continuing relevance of this
article for contemporary practices of legal histo-
riography in China could not have been more
clearly understood. Ku Haochen, a PhD can-
didate at the mpilhlt, offered a nuanced and
enriching perspective that reflects the thinking
of the new generation. He highlighted the many
comparative legal historical avenues opened up
by Professor Liang’s article, which contributed
to a deeper understanding of the tasks and chal-
lenges of Chinese legal history today.iii In his
remarks, Ku set out with the concept of “interest”
that Liang employs as one methodological point
of departure. According to the author Liang, the
term “interest” was not to be understood in a
Habermasian way (p. 132). Instead, it was about
taking a particular Chinese stance of emphasiz-
ing the importance of meaning derived from
context. Legal historiography, as Ku stressed,
as practiced across several generations of legal
historians, was not about truth seeking. Through

ii See p. 133 of the translation that follows this introduc-
tion.

iii See also his recent account on the mindset of Chi-
nese legal history scholarship, KU Haochen (库浩
辰), Independent Knowledge System for the Peo-
ple’s Republic? Using Chinese Legal History in Law,
<legalhistoryinsights.com>, 12 May 2026, <https://doi.
org/10.17176/20260520-104603-0>.

Liang’s article we instead may observe how le-
gal history and the understanding of Chinese
lawiv strongly varied according to the interests
and agendas of the respective jurists from the
analysed periods.

What connected all these generations of le-
gal historians—whether they be scholars from
the late Qing dynasty, like Liang Qichao, or later
Republican era scholars, like Yang Honglie, or
the Japanese scholars, as well as US American
and European scholars working on China—is
that all in their own terms had essentially grap-
pled with the question of ‘modernity’. As Ku
emphasized, Chinese legal history’s trajectory
of development to this end has been influenced
by the search for a “suspicious father” of mod-
ern(izing) Chinese institutions, as well as by the
efforts to determine what constitutes Chinese
tradition and the essence of Chinese law. Since
the late Qing period, Chinese legal historians
had not simply borne the obligation to provide
a historiography of Chinese law suitable to the
prevailing political regime and governance phi-
losophy. Rather, their scholarly practice of legal
history had to consistently engage with the fun-
damental question of what China and Chinese
law, caught between tradition and modernity,
were essentially about. While some scholars
have focused on sacred law, and religion, others
have examined land law or solely concentrated
on codified laws. These various approaches, ac-
cording to Ku, shared a common trajectory: they
articulated legal history within the tradition of
modernity and in the name of “Modern China”.

Professor Liang’s contribution in this regard
marked a significant shift. In the translated
article at hand, he advances his approach of look-
ing at the evolution of concepts, interests, and
paradigms from a cultural-historical perspective,
thereby enabling a more nuanced understanding
of the contexts in which they emerged and the
ways in which they, in turn, shaped the social
realities of their respective epistemic communi-
ties. Ku Haochen drew particular attention to
the narratives of Chinese legal history employed
in Liang’s article. Drawing lines to the epistemol-
ogy of legal history as a big “language game” as
practiced by European legal historians, includ-
ing Michael Stolleis, Joachim Rückert, and their

iv Whether in the methodological tradition of falüshi 法
律史, translated in this article as “legal history”, or in
the tradition of fazhishi 法制史, translated as “history
of the legal system.” More details will be given in the
translated text.

legalhistoryinsights.com
https://doi.org/10.17176/20260520-104603-0
https://doi.org/10.17176/20260520-104603-0
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mentor Sten Gagnér,v Ku emphasized how legal
language in the Chinese case was also closely
tied to social reality.vi He stressed that Professor
Liang’s narrative of Chinese legal history reveals
how the practice of Chinese legal historiogra-
phy itself assumes the form of a language game:
its debates over terms and concepts embodying
an ongoing quest for the fundamental charac-
ter or spirit of Chinese law. And it is precisely
through this quest that it became possible to con-
nect Chinese legal history to Chinese society and
normativity.

Finally, the importance of legal history in con-
temporary China should not be underestimated,
as these historically embedded concepts and nar-
ratives revisited by Professor Liang in his article
continue to inform and shape everyday legal and
social realities. One example may be the recently
enacted Law of the People’s Republic of China on
Promoting Ethnic Unity and Progress, which took
effect on July 1, 2026. As the law’s preface stipu-
lates, “[The] Chinese nation is a big family, diverse
yet unified, formed by all ethnic groups. Ethnic unity
is the lifeline of the Chinese people of all ethnic groups.
Accomplishing the great rejuvenation of the Chinese
nation is the shared aspiration of all sons and daugh-
ters of the Chinese nation, and safeguarding national
unity and promoting ethnic solidarity and progress
are the common responsibilities of all the Chinese
people.”vii This notion of grand uniformity, or
national unity,viii is accompanied by a strong ide-
ological claim. At the same time, it also carries
a sentiment of Chinese legal traditions and un-
derscores the importance of drawing upon the
Chinese legal tradition and culture as a resource
for interpreting contemporary Chinese realities.
At a time when China is clearly pursuing a strat-
egy of self-reliance in its foreign-related politics

v It was a legacy of legal history and a focus on legal
scholarship that was employed by a generation of legal
historians that had been traumatized by themethodolog-
ical abuse of metaphysics in legal history. Distancing
themselves therefore from any higher ontology and
attackable epistemology of legal historiography, legal
history as a language game was chosen as a safe path-
way.

vi Citing Michael Stolleis: Sprache hängt von Realität ab,
und sie verändert die Realität, indem Sie diese ,benennt‘.
“Language depends on reality, yet it also transforms it by
naming it.” Michael Stolleis, Rechtsgeschichte schreiben,
Basel, 2008, p. 20.

vii Law of the People’s Republic of China on Promoting Eth-
nic Unity and Progress [Zhonghua renmin gongheguo
minzu tuanjie jinbu cujin fa 中华人民共和国民族团结
进步促进法], Chinese-English translation by PKULaw
[Beida Fabao 北大法宝], available at: <https://www.
pkulaw.com/en_law/24a549565409e619bdfb.html,> last
accessed 20 May 2026. Emphasis added.

viii Chinese “dayitong大一统.”

of national development (see recently China’s
15th Five-Year-Plan (2026–2030)),ix legal history
is assuming an even more crucial role in artic-
ulating Chinese distinctiveness. This includes
helping to frame state narratives around national
development, elevating the construction of an
“independent knowledge system” in legal studies
and beyond, but also viewing today’s practices
of rule of law and culture in a long-durée per-
spective.

With his article, Professor Liang invites to-
day’s generation of legal historians in China to
take a step back and reflect on their employed
categories and concepts, which themselves are
shaping societal realities. As the common Chi-
nese saying goes: “If the name is not correct, the
words will not ring through.”x Yet, the concepts,
interests, and paradigms that inform today’s
legal-historical scholarship remain to be discov-
eredxi—alongwith a broader narrative capable of
accounting for the recent emphasis on national
unity, intellectual autonomy, and self-reliance,
and intellectually guiding the goal of “building
a moderately prosperous society in all respects”
in the future.

Before beginning, it might be useful to pro-
vide some context to the layout of the original
text, which although containing chapters, did
not contain chapter headings. Therefore, to help
provide the audience with ease of access, the
chapters may be understood to address the fol-
lowing themes:

ix The State Council, Xinhua, “China approves
2026–2030 blueprint, maps out high-quality path
toward modernization”, 20 May 2026, available at:
<https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202603/13/
content_WS69b36c11c6d00ca5f9a09d96.html,> last
accessed 20 May 2026.

x Chinese “ming bu zheng, ze yan bu shun名不正，则言
不顺.”

xi Gao Yangguang’s (高仰光) recent article, for instance,
witnesses both the lack of an epistemological analysis of
Chinese legal history’s’ knowledge system and the abil-
ity to raise questions relevant to other sub-disciplines
within legal studies. GAOYangguang, LegalHistory from
a Normative Perspective [Guifan xing shiye zhixia de
falü shixue规范性视野之下的法律史学], Zhongwai faxue
[中外法学], 2024, 36, no. 3, p. 746. From the perspective
of normativity, Gao understands the intellectual frame-
work of legal history constructed through a dual-layered
distinction between “external–internal” and “general–
sectoral”. Gao attributes this primarily to the fact that
legal history has yet to independently and comprehen-
sively explore the critical question of the “dichotomy
between facts and norms.” In relation to Liang Zhiping’s
review of 20th-century Chinese legal history, Gao offers
a rather urgent conclusion: China’s legal history as an
(independent) legal discipline is in need of epistemolog-
ical self-awareness, intellectual curiosity, and vitality as
well as updated knowledge. Ibid., p. 762.

https://www.pkulaw.com/en_law/24a549565409e619bdfb.html,
https://www.pkulaw.com/en_law/24a549565409e619bdfb.html,
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202603/13/content_WS69b36c11c6d00ca5f9a09d96.html,
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202603/13/content_WS69b36c11c6d00ca5f9a09d96.html,
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Horizons of Legal History: Methods, Inter-
ests and Paradigms*1

法律史的视界：方法、旨趣与范式* 2

Liang Zhiping (梁治平)

I.

If history is the record of mankind’s past experi-
ences, then legal history is that part of it which

*1 Translation Note: The original article in Chinese can be
found as “梁治平 (2002),法律史的视界：方法、旨趣与范
式,中国文化 19:20, pp. 155–185.” As familiar readers will
observe, the small amendments and adjustments made
encompass the translator’s interpretations of the source
text, stylistic choices in rendering the translation, and
occasional additions to enhance fluency and clarity only.
These minor and mostly technical refinements have not
been highlighted separately. All footnotes not marked as
“Translation Note” are the original notes of the author,
Liang Zhiping.

*2 In 1996, at the invitation of the Institute of Sociology
and Anthropology of Peking University, I gave a talk on
“Several Methods of Research on Chinese Legal History”
at the academic colloquium organized by the Institute,
and this paper is an expanded and rewritten version on
the basis of the report from that day. In August 2002, the
first draft of this paper was presented at the “What kind
of new history does China need?” symposium held in
Beijing, where it was commented on and discussed by
the participants. I would sincerely like to thank the orga-
nizers and the people who offered input during the two
seminars, I have learned a great deal from their insights.
[Translation Note: In the original text, this paragraph was
actually the closing paragraph, but has beenmoved from
the end to be put here as acknowledgment for context
purposes and help the audience with ease of access.]

relates to the law.1 The history of law in this
sense has a long history. In China, the attempt to
systematically record and organize legal history
in a specialized form began, at the latest, with
the Eastern Han Dynasty and the compilation of
the Book of Han by Ban Gu.* 3 2 Ban introduced

1 To regard history as a record of past human experiences,
this type of statement carries multiple layers of mean-
ing, as a “record” may be written or oral, conscious or
unconscious, and tangible or intangible. However, this
article primarily limits itself to investigating the textual
narratives labelled as “history”, or on various specialized
histories. Here, I do not attempt to distinguish between
“history itself” and its recording or narration, because,
in my view, a purely objective “history” does not exist.
Perhaps it is possible and appropriate tomake some type
of distinction between the “practice” and the “expres-
sion” of history, as both of them have their own distinct
methods, and the boundary between the two is neither
absolute nor fixed. The terms “history,” “history of the
legal system,” and “legal history” [历史，法制史，法律史
respectively] as used in this article encompass the as-
pects of both the practice and the expression. However,
in most cases, they refer only to narrative and expressive
history.

*3 Translation Note: BAN Gu’s (班固) Book of Han [Hanshu
汉书] was a history written to continue the tradition of
the Records of the Grand Historian [Shiji 史记] by SIMA
Qian (司马迁). In contrast to Sima Qian’s work, this
work focused on a single dynasty, the Western Han pe-
riod (206 BCE – 23 CE), and the style used within set a
precedent for how a Chinese history, predominantly cov-
ering a dynasty’s rule, would be chronicled. The work is
noteworthy, as even though the piece was started by Ban
Gu’s father, Ban Biao (班彪), and generally attributed
to Ban Gu, the history was in fact completed 19 years
after Ban Gu’s death by his younger sister, Ban Zhao
(班昭), demonstrating that women historians were also
operating during this time period. For research on Ban
Zhao, see: Barbara Bennett Peterson, Notable Women of
China: Shang Dynasty to the Early Twentieth Century,
London, 2016.

2 Regarding general historical records related to law,
Records of the Grand Historianwhich came before the Book
of Han, as well as the even earlier Six Classics [liujing
六经] and the writings from the Hundred Schools of
Thought [zhuzi诸子] are all noteworthy.
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“treatises”* 4 to history, with “Punishments and
Law” being one of them. Since then, the tradi-
tion of including “Treatises on Punishments and
Law”* 5 in the official history records has contin-
ued unabated and become a much-celebrated
feature.3

To look at history as a record of past experi-
ence(s) does not deny nor neglect the creative

*4 Translation Note: A common English translation of the
term “zhi志” in the context of the Book of Han is “trea-
tise”. However, as it appears in the context of Chinese
historiography,志 (or誌, which helps to differentiate it
from the other meanings of志, usually an aspiration or
the will of a person) was a detailed account of institu-
tions, usually those of government, but it also included
other elements of society. It is said that these treatises
“are a means by which to investigate the ways of govern-
ing, and thus it begins with rites and music,” and that
even though these treatises were originally known as
shu书 by Sima Qian within his Records of the Grand Histo-
rian, they “would come to be titled zhi rather than shu,
[and] would adjust in content according to the needs of
the times.” YANG Yanqi 楊燕起 et al., “Collected com-
ments on Records of the Grand Historian” [Shiji jiping
史记集评], in: Collected achievements in ‘Records of the
Grand Historian’ research [Shiji yanjiu jicheng史记研究
集成] Beijing: Huawen chubanshe, 2005, vol. 6., p. 128.
and Esther S. Klein, Finding Truths in the Shiji’s Form,
in: Reading Sima Qian from Han to Song. Leiden, 2018.
<https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004376878_008>, p. 379.

*5 Translation Note: xingfa zhi刑法志. Here, “Treatises” is
the translated term generally accepted to refer to this
section of the book, even if the original Chinese term
slightly differs from the modern English meaning. It
appears that the English translation is relying on a now
obsolete meaning of the word. Treatise originally also
meant an account or record of something, rather than
the more modern meaning of systematically examining
or making an argument towards a specific topic. The
modern meaning likely stems from John Locke’s Two
Treatises of Government (circa 1690). In the Chinese con-
text, however, the word 志 is more akin to the older
meaning, i. e. avoiding articulation or advancing a spe-
cific theory on a topic by one’s own interpretation. As
Liu Deyuan (刘德元) puts it: “A treatise (zhi) takes cate-
gories as its organizing thread; it details the present day
to illuminate us on the past, narrating without theoriz-
ing, presenting facts through objective description.” [志
以类为经，详今明古，述而不论，通过客观记述呈现事实].
LIU Deyuan, Accurately Handling Certain Connections
between Histories & Treatises [Zhengque chuli shi yu
zhi de ruogan guanxi正确处理史与志的若干关系], 2025.
<https://news.qq.com/rain/a/20250721A02B4300>.

3 From the Book of Han in the 1st century CE to the Draft
History of the Qing [qingshi gao 清史稿] completed in
1927, across two millennia, there have been 14 volumes
of “Treatises on Punishment and Law.” While these
specialized chapters in the official histories are not suf-
ficient to encompass the entirety of ancient Chinese
legal history, they form a main thread in legal history.
Equally important is that these chapters are intercon-
nected and coherent from beginning to end, representing
a comprehensive tradition of legal history compilation.
Early compilations of these materials can be seen in QIU
Hanping’s (邱汉平), Treatises on Punishment and Law
Throughout the Various Dynasties [lidai xingfa zhi历代
刑法志], Commercial Press, 1938; for more recent com-
pilations, see GAO Chao (高潮) and MA Jianshi (马建石)

element in it. Each generation has its own view
on history, and each generationwrites its own his-
tory. Making a record of the past is looking back
into the past, and this retrospection undoubtedly
stems from a specific perspective. This perspec-
tive must encompass the emotions, rationality,
and bias of a specific group of people at a spe-
cific time and place, including their hopes and
fears, their prevailing customs, and their desires.
Therefore, a review of history is an exploration
of human psychology, thought, and behaviour.
However, since this article deals with the special-
ized history written by professional groups from
the twentieth century onwards, this exploration
of human thought and behaviour is transformed
into a discussion of the methods, interests, and
paradigms of legal history as a specialized disci-
pline.

Methods can be divided along disciplinary
lines, such as history or legal studies; or they can
be divided along logical ones, such as deduction,
or induction; they can also be divided by their
purpose, such as being descriptive, or norma-
tive. Although methods are many and varied,
these are the pathways through which human
beings produce, grasp, and utilize knowledge,
and thus determine, to varying degrees, the na-
ture and scope of the knowledge they acquire
and the impact of that knowledge when it is ap-
plied to human society. History has always been
an important type of knowledge for humanity
and is closely related to its well-being. Therefore,
history cannot exist in isolation from the prefer-
ences of human beings, nor can it stand apart,
independent from the intellectual interests of hu-
man beings.4 In other words, the formation of
historical knowledge is not only influenced by the
methods but is also shaped by human intellectual
interests. In fact, these interests often influence

(eds.), Annotations and Translations of the Treatises on
Punishment and Law in Chinese History Throughout
the Various Dynasties [Zhongguo lidai xingfa zhi zhuyi
中国历代刑法志注译], Jilin People’s Publishing House,
1994.

4 [Jürgen] Habermas, in his book Knowledge and Hu-
man Interests, distinguishes three types of “knowledge
interests”: technical interest, practical interest, and eman-
cipatory interest. SeeZENGQingbao (曾庆豹), Habermas
[Habomasi哈伯马斯], pp. 112–130. Shengzhi Cultural
Enterprise Co., Ltd., 1999. Although this article uses
the term “interest(s)”, its intendedmeaning differs from
that of Habermas. I am not concernedwith the universal-
ity and necessity of the “interest(s)” in itself, but rather
with the general connection between knowledge inter-
ests and the formation of knowledge, especially their
specific manifestations in particular times and spaces.
Therefore, the “interest(s)” discussed in this article can
be understood as historical and knowledge perspectives
related to specific interests.

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004376878_008
https://news.qq.com/rain/a/20250721A02B4300
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the methods, and together they determine the
mode of historical narration, the form of knowl-
edge, and its application within history. From
the perspective of the evolution of knowledge,
these factors that determine historical knowledge
within a specific time and geographical scope
can be succinctly explained by the concept of
“paradigm.”

Since the publication of Thomas Kuhn’s work
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962),* 6 the
concept of “paradigm” has been invoked in a
wide range of fields beyond the philosophy of
science, almost to the point of conceptual abuse,
with the result that on many occasions the no-
tion has lost its characteristic explanatory power.
The use of the concept of “paradigm” in this
paper does not assume that historical knowl-
edge is of the same nature as (natural) scientific
knowledge, nor does its development and trans-
formation follow the same paths. However, I
do retain certain fundamental implications of
this concept. Specifically, I use the concept of a
paradigm to refer to a set of unquestionable the-
ories or beliefs that historians, either consciously
or unconsciously, invoke as the basis for their
work, determining the way they ask questions,
the scope of their inquiries, and even the final
conclusions they reach. Historians who adhere
to the same set of theories or beliefs form a certain
kind of academic community, and a paradigm is
precisely something that the members of such an
academic community would share.5 According
to this definition, a paradigm contains not only
methodological elements, but also ideological el-
ements; a paradigm exists in a specific time and
space, among a specific group of people, and has
an institutionalisedmanifestation. It is important
to note that, although the concept of “paradigm”
is enlightening, I do not believe that all the issues
that will be discussed in this paper can be ap-
propriately explained by only making use of this
concept. Therefore, the following analyses will
take a more flexible approach by emphasizing
some of these elements according to the specific
circumstances of the subjects under study.

Considering the concept of paradigm from
the perspective of community, it is natural to
notice the importance of academic structures.
Universities, research organizations, scholarly
associations, and professional publications are
not only the carriers of particular methods,

*6 Translation Note: Thomas. S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scien-
tific Revolutions, Chicago, 1962.

5 See [Thomas S.] Kuhn, The Essential Tension, pp. 291–292.
Translated by JI Shuli (纪树立) et al., Fujian People’s
Publishing House, 1981.

paradigms, and traditions, but also important
spaces for creating and holding communities
together. The academic structures are rich in re-
gional characteristics, reinforcing the local nature
of knowledge. In recent years, although there
has been an increasingly evident trend of inter-
nationalization of academia, it is still insufficient
to change the aforementioned situation. For this
reason, although this article outlines that the le-
gal history tradition focuses onmethodology and
paradigm, it will still take into account the two
major factors of time and space and will discuss
them within the context of history and of coun-
tries and regions.

This article takes the tradition of legal histo-
riography as the subject of discussion, naturally
including the traditional so-called “history of the
Chinese legal system.”* 7 However, the title of
this article is rendered as “legal history [法律
史]” rather than “history of the legal system [法
制史]”, primarily because “history of the legal
system” (especially “history of the Chinese le-
gal system”, which is still popular in Mainland
China) is not sufficient to cover the subject matter
discussed in this article. The discussions below
will touch upon distinct disciplines, methods,
and traditions, which entail differing views of
law and history, and therefore will also address
the different approaches and interpretations of
the Chinese experience of “law”. A review of this
discipline, which brings together different ap-
proaches and traditions, will inevitably involve
a wide range of figures and literature, as well
as evaluations of those related figures and their
works. However, as this article is neither a litera-
ture review nor a book review, it does not seek
to be an exhaustive treatment of the subject, nor
is it intended to be an in-depth appraisal of the
figures, their works, and the traditions involved.
If this article can clearly outline the development
trajectory of modern Chinese legal history while
simultaneously unveiling the various traditions
and their connections within it, then its purpose
can be considered achieved.

*7 Translation Note: History of the legal system [fazhi shi
法制史], a discipline focusing on the evolution of le-
gal institutions, is a key subfield of the broader history
of (Chinese) law written as falü shi 法律史, which en-
compasses legal thought, practice, and culture. On the
interpretation of “ 法律史” as a broader concept com-
pared to “法制史”within current discourses inMainland
China, see, for instance, WANG Jian (王健), “The Past,
Present and Future of the Teaching and Research of Le-
gal History in China [dalu falü shi jiaoxue yu yanjiu de
zuotian jintian yu mingtian大陸法律史教学与研究的昨
天、今天与明天], Journal for Legal History Studies [fazhi
shi yanjiu法制史研究], 2002, 3, pp. 337–357.
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II.
When did modern Chinese legal historiography
originate? Who started it all? Such questions
touchupon the origins ofmodernChinese histori-
ography, and coincidentally, among the pioneers
who laid the foundations for modern Chinese
historiography, there is one who can be regarded
as the founder of modern Chinese legal history.
He was a figure who was extremely active in
China’s political, literary, journalistic, and aca-
demic spheres at the turn of the 20th century:
Liang Qichao.* 8

Within the discourse on the development
of modern Chinese legal studies and history of
the legal system, Liang Qichao’s name is not of-
ten mentioned. Instead, commentators make a
greater number of references to two other fig-
ures, Shen Jiaben,* 9 who was the Minister of
Legal Reform of the late Qing Dynasty, and Yang
Honglie,* 10 who was a historian.6 As far as the
development of the tradition of Chinese legal his-
tory is concerned, Shen and Yang both indeed
made special contributions, but if we compare
them with Liang Qichao, what Shen represents
is rather the old tradition of the pre-modern
era, whereas Yang is rather a representative of
the many scholars who further developed legal
history along the direction that had been first
pioneered by Liang Qichao.

After Shen Jiaben was commissioned to re-
vise the law in the 28th year of Guangxu’s reign
[1902], he organized surveys and studies, as well
as translations of laws from both Western coun-
tries and Japan, established the Law Revision
Office to draft new laws,* 11 opened a new-style
law academy, and compiled and published old
legal texts. As a result, from a Chinese legal
history context, he can be considered as a link
between the past and present, a figure who car-
ried forward tradition while pioneering future

*8 Translation Note: Liang Qichao (梁启超), 1873–1929.
*9 Translation Note: Shen Jiaben (沈家本), 1840–1913.
*10 Translation Note: Yang Honglie (杨鸿烈), 1903–1977.
6 This type of situation can be said to be the norm. FAN

Zhongxin (范忠信), the editor of Collected Legal Studies
Writings of Liang Qichao [Liang Qichao faxue wenji梁启
超法学文集], considers Liang Qichao, rather than Shen
Jiaben (沈家本) or Yan Fu (严复), to be the foremost
Chinese legal scholar. Such an insightful view is indeed
an exception. See FAN Zhongxin, ”Understanding the
Legal Scholar Liang Qichao [renshi faxuejia liang qichao
认识法学家梁启超],” in Collected Legal Studies Writings
of Liang Qichao, China University of Political Science
and Law Press, 2000.

*11 Translation Note: Xiuding falüguan修订法律馆. A Qing-
era, officially sanctioned office that was tasked with
overhauling the legal system of China. It was established
in 1902.

developments. Shen himself was an expert in tra-
ditional jurisprudence and had made in-depth
studies of the legal systems of the past dynas-
ties, and his book An Examination of Punishment
and Law throughout the Dynasties* 12 is enough to
place him among the most outstanding legal his-
torians in Chinese history. However, as we can
see from his writings, Shen had not yet tran-
scended the traditional view of history and law,
and his scholarly contributions are still within
the framework of traditional jurisprudence. To
put it simply, the paradigm of traditional legal
studies includes a historical view of the cycle of
dynastic rule, an intellectual view of the practical
knowledge of managing state affairs,* 13 and an
annotational method aimed at exploring the pro-
found and seeking the hidden.7 The paradigm’s
historical narrative model is also derived from
traditional historiography, which generally uses
dynasties and events as its main talking points,
categorizing them by those topics, compiling his-
torical records, and then using phonological and
philological exegesis and providing commentary
through annotations.8 By understanding the

*12 Translation Note: Lidai xingfa kao历代刑法考. Originally,
this was not a stand-alone volume but formed part of
a much larger posthumous collection of Shen Jiaben’s
writings, the Posthumous Works of Shen Jiyi [Shen Jiyi xi-
ansheng yishu沈寄簃先生遗书], which was published
shortly after his death. A separate, stand-alone version
was issued in 1985 by the Zhonghua Book Company
[Zhonghua Shuju中华书局].

*13 Translation Note: “Jingshi zhiyong 经世致用” entails a
view which stresses the political use of knowledge and
which acts as a way of understanding the pragmatic
character of traditional Chinese intellectuals, first
outlined by Chinese philosophers of the 17th century,
such as Wang Fuzhi (王夫之), Huang Zongxi (黄宗羲)
and Gu Yanwu (顾炎武). For more information, see:
<http://english.scio.gov.cn/featured/chinakeywords/
2022--11/11/content_78514250.htm,> last accessed 13
May 2026.

7 Regarding traditional jurisprudence [律学], for compara-
tive research see LIANG Zhiping, Searching for Harmony
in the Natural Order: A Study on Traditional Chinese
Legal Culture [Xunqiu ziran zhixu zhong de hexie:
Zhongguo chuantong falü wenhua yanjiu 寻求自然秩
序中的和谐：中国传统法律文化研究], pp. 304–322, The
Commercial Press, 2013; for studies onQing dynasty law,
see HE Min (何敏), The Practical Value of Traditional
Commentary-based Legal Studies from the Perspective
of Private Legal Commentary in theQingDynasty [Cong
qingdai sijia zhulü kan chuantong zhuyi lüxue de shiy-
ong jiazhi 从清代私家注律看传统注译律学的实用价值],
in LIANG Zhiping (ed.), Issues in Legal Interpretation
[Falü jieshi wenti法律解释问题], pp. 323–350. Law Press,
1998.

8 The punctuators and alsomodernizers ofAnExamination
of Punishment and Law Throughout the Dynasties high-
lighted two major features of the book: first, its rich
content and extensive sources “cover all materials re-
lated to punishment and law throughout the various
dynasties, such as penal systems, the establishment of

http://english.scio.gov.cn/featured/chinakeywords/2022--11/11/content_78514250.htm,
http://english.scio.gov.cn/featured/chinakeywords/2022--11/11/content_78514250.htm,


ZChinR 2026 Conway/Röseler, ‘Horizons of Legal History’ Revisited 135

model of traditional legal history, we can see just
how revolutionary Liang Qichao’s writings on
legal history were.

As mentioned above, Liang Qichao was a
man of many talents, and legal history was not
his profession, but a mere by-product of his ef-
forts to put his views on history and law into
practice. Liang authored works such as On the
History of China (1901),* 14 The New Historiogra-
phy (1902),* 15 and Methods of Chinese Historical
Research (1922),* 16 all of which systematically
elaborated on his modern views of history. In
Liang’s opinion, a historian “[…] records the
substance and manifestation of the continuous
activities of human society, examines their over-
all results, and finds out their causality, so as to
serve as a reference for the activities of the mod-
ern general public.”9 This definition of history,
though simplified, differs from the traditional
view of history in a number of important ways,
such as the fact that it places human activity at
the centre of history and thus excludes the record-
ing of natural phenomena from history; this view
emphasized the social nature of human activity,
and introduced the concept of evolution while
at the same time expanding the scope of history;
and its focus on causality in social development
inevitably emphasizes the objectivity of history
and the importance of the scientific method. Fi-
nally, by acting in service to the “modern general
public”, the traditional history of rulers and em-
perors is transformed into national history in the
era of nation-states. The latter, in terms of con-
tent, interests, methodology, and utility, differs

government officials in charge of administering penal
law, changes in legal codes, amnesties across dynasties,
the setting up of prisons, types of instruments of punish-
ment, methods of execution, as well as laws on salt, laws
on tea, alcohol prohibitions, cohabitation, the age when
one reaches maturity, etc., leaving no detail, big or small,
unrecorded, and having thorough documentation”; sec-
ond, its textual examination of the sources is rigorous
and exact: “the book’s examination and verification of
the sources generally starts with an philological exegesis,
adduces the classics as points of reference, traces mat-
ters back to the source, extensively cites from relevant
sources, and strives to elucidate their original meanings.”
See “An Explanation on Punctuation and Annotation
[Dianjiao shuoming 点校说明]” in An Examination of
Punishment and Law Throughout the Dynasties, Zhonghua
Book Company, 1985.

*14 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo shi xulun中国史
叙论.”

*15 Translation Note: Chinese “Xin shixue新史学.”
*16 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo lishi yanjiufa中国

历史研究法.”
9 LIANG Qichao, Methods of Chinese Historical Research

[Zhongguo lishi yanjiufa 中国历史研究法], p. 1, Com-
mercial Press, 1947.

in every respect from the historiography of the
past 2,000 years.10

History, under the guidance of a new concept
of history, includes general history and special-
ized history, and legal history can be considered
as one of the many specialized histories. Liang
Qichao discussed various specialized histories
and their practices in detail in his Supplement to
Methods of Chinese Historical Research (1933),11
and many years before writing and publishing
this book, he had penned several relevant publi-
cations on Chinese legal history.12 Among these
specialized histories,On the Evolution, Merits, and
Demerits in the Establishment of Chinese Statutory
Law (1904)* 17 can be regarded as a pioneering
work of modern Chinese legal history.

This book first expounds on the definition of
“statutory law” as “[…] laws enacted and pro-
mulgated by the sovereign authority of a state”;
next, it outlines the various stages of legal devel-
opment, presenting an evolutionary chart that
progresses from custom to customary law, to
statutory law, to promulgated stand-alone law,
and ultimately to legal code. The main body of
the book traces the origins and development of
ancient statutory law, beginning in the pre-Qin
period and extending to the Ming and Qing dy-
nasties, and discusses the history, the gains and
losses, and the characteristics of law through-
out the various dynastic periods. The last part
discusses the shortcomings of ancient statutory

10 See chapters 1–3 of the aforementioned book. For the
modern significance of the “New History” advocated
by Liang Qichao and its position in the development of
modern Chinese historiography, see WANG Qingjia (王
晴佳), Twentieth-Century Chinese Historiography and
the West [Zhongguo ershi shiji shixue yu xifang中国二
十世纪史学与西方], in: New History [xin shixue新史学],
1998, vol. 9, no. 1.

11 For details, see LIANG Qichao, Supplement to Methods
of Chinese Historical Research[Zhongguo lishi yanjiu
fa bubian中国历史研究法补编], Commercial Press, 1947.
[Translation Note: This book was compiled from a collec-
tion of Liang Qichao’s lectures between 1926 and 1927,
while he was a professor at Tsinghua University. These
lectures were intended as an accompaniment to the pre-
viously released book, Methods of Chinese Historical
Research (1922), hence the name Supplement to Meth-
ods of Chinese Historical Research. The first edition of
this book was published posthumously.]

12 LIANG Qichao, “The Developmental History of Chinese
Legal Theory [Zhongguo falixue fada lun中国法理学发
达史论]”, in Collected Legal Studies Writings of Liang
Qichao; An Outline of Pre-Qin Political Thought [Xian-
qin zhengzhi sixiang gailun先秦政治思想概论], 1922.

*17 Translation Note: Chinese “Lun zhongguo chengwenfa
bianzhi zhi yange deshi论中国成文法编制之沿革得失.”
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law and points out the problems that must be
resolved within any future codification efforts.13

Compared with traditional discussions about
legal history—whether that be the Treatises on
Punishment and Law throughout the Dynasties,* 18
A Compilation of Tang and Ming Laws,* 19 or An
Examination of Punishment and Law throughout the
Dynasties” —the modern nature of Liang’s work
is apparent fromfirst glance. First of all, although
Liang also made a lot of references to and quoted
from the official histories, the Leishu,* 20 and the
Zhengshu* 21 of the various dynasties, these his-
torical materials have been tailored and arranged
within the framework of a set of modern social
theories and legal theories, and they thus have
acquired a different meaning than before. Liang
Qichao, from a universalist standpoint, critically
rewrote the history of Chinese law by applying
the then-popular perspective of legal positivism
and the theory of social evolution. This retelling
of history has both a “global outlook”* 22 and is
“future-orientated”. When taking decisions, the
standards of judgement are completely different
from those of previous generations. Therefore,
Liang could argue that traditional law, in both
form and substance, “[…] has been in existence

13 See LIANG Qichao, “On the Evolution, Merits, and De-
merits in the Establishment of Chinese Statutory Law
[Lun zhongguo cheng wenfa bianzhi zhi yange deishi论
中国成文法编制之沿革得失]”, in Collected Legal Studies
Writings of Liang Qichao.

*18 Translation Note: Chinese “Lidai xingfa zhi历代刑法志.”
For more information, see Translation Note no. 5.

*19 Translation Note: Chinese “Tang ming lü hebian唐明律
合编.”

*20 Translation Note: “Leishu类书” refers to a type of refer-
ence book similar to an encyclopaedia, differing slightly,
however, from the modern understanding of one. For a
leishu, material would be accumulated from numerous
sources and arranged according to a specific subject/cat-
egory, often containing entire copies of books within,
rather than merely quoting excerpts. Examples of this
type of work may include the Taiping Yulan 太平御览, or
the Yongle dadian永乐大典.

* 21 Translation Note: “Zhengshu政书.” There is no equivalent
term for this in English, but in the English version of
TENG Ssu-yü’s (邓嗣禹) book, Annotated Bibliography
of Selected Chinese Reference Works [Zhongguo cankao
shumu jieti中国参考书目解题], Massachusetts, 1950, the
term was rendered as “Encyclopaedia dealing with Gov-
ernment”. Essentially, these are specialized works that
record the evolution and changes of government systems
and institutions and that also include the economic, po-
litical, and cultural conditions of the time. Even though
they are not exactly reference books, they contain some
similar characteristics and so are usually labelled as such.
They are also sometimes known as Huiyao [会要], and
examples of this type of work would be the Tang Huiyao
唐会要, or the Shitong十通.

* 22 Translation Note: A Chinese idiom, literally “have the
whole world in view”.

for more than 2,000 years without [making] any
progress.”14 In addition, in his eyes, incomplete
categorization, imperfect genres, inappropriate
styles of writing, and a lack of changes were re-
garded as the four major shortcomings of the old
statutory law.

Secondly, Liang’s work represented a new ap-
proach to historical narration. In Liang’s view,
“[…] the ancientwritings aremostly short, simple
and disconnected”, which indicates that they are
“simple in thought, and unorganized”, and even
the later examples of “Tongjian”* 23 and “Jishi”* 24
inevitably “[…] cut the historical traces vertically
and horizontally”,15 and are unable to reveal the
total achievements of human activities and their
causality. A skilled historian is never content
with mere narration but must have further expla-
nation and inferences. “Although the matters
described may vary greatly, each has its own
points where the components fit together; even
though the piece of writing may contain millions
of words, its structure flows seamlessly like a
tightly interwoven whole, akin to a short, well-
written letter. Only if these criteria are met can
it be called modern history.”16 Liang’s works
on Chinese legal history were precisely such an
attempt.

Finally, as the first work of Chinese legal his-
tory by a Chinese person, Liang’s work, although
it cannot be said to be complete or mature, is
undoubtedly of pioneering and exemplary signif-
icance. Referencing and quoting social sciences
and legal studies from foreign nations both East
and West, and borrowing Western legal doctrine,
theories, classifications, and terminology to con-
struct the framework of Chinese legal history,
are all things that indicate the direction of the
transformation of Chinese legal history at the
transition from old to new at the beginning of
the 20th century. Liang’s systematic organiza-
tion of the history of statutory law in Chinese
history was absorbed by later studies of the his-
tory of the legal system and became the basis
for the development of the discipline. Moreover,
the way in which he handled historical materials,

14 Ibid., p. 123. [Translation Note: LIANG Qichao (supra note
9), p. 123.]

*23 Translation Note: Tongjian通鉴 refers to a genre of chrono-
logical historiography, with the most typical version of
this being represented by the Zizhi tongjian资治通鉴.

* 24 Translation Note: In parallel with tongjian above, jishi记
事 is a genre of historical writing centred on events in
China and perhaps is best represented by the Tongjian
jishi benmo通鉴记事本末.

15 LIANG Qichao, [supra note 9], pp. 50–51.
16 Ibid., p. 52. [Translation Note: Liang Qichao, (supra note

9), p. 52.]
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and his style of narrating history held even more
significant exemplary value.

Naturally, Liang’s originality should be un-
derstood against the historical backdrop of social
change around that time. In 1904, it had already
been nine years since Yan Fu* 25 had advocated
for the “reforms to save the nation” in his arti-
cle On the Urgency of World Change,* 26 and it had
been six years since the Hundred Days reform
movement [of 1898].* 27 In the same year, the
translation of Montesquieu’s The Spirit of Law
by Yan Fu began to be published in separate vol-
umes, and before that, [ThomasHenry]Huxley’s
Evolution and Ethics, [Adam] Smith’s The Wealth
of Nations, [Herbert] Spencer’s The Study of So-
ciology, and [John Stuart] Mill’s On Liberty had
already been translated at the hands of Yan Fu for
the Chinese people. China’s political system and
academia were facing a major change not seen in
a thousand years, and a change in the paradigm
of knowledge was just about ready to appear.
In Japanese legal scholarship invoked by Liang,
such as ODA Yorozu’s Administrative Law of Qing
China* 28 and ASAI Torao’s History of the Chinese
Legal System,* 29 the era of new legal history was
already evident. As for the issues that Liang was
concerned about and discussed, such as the rule
of man and the rule of law, as well as codification,
they were all closely related to the needs of the
times. A few years after Liang’s books were pub-
lished, the curtain was finally pulled on the late
Qing Dynasty’s legal reforms, and a legal system
based on the German and Japanese models be-
gan to take root in China. It is against this micro
and macro historical background that the tradi-
tion of modern Chinese legal history gradually
developed.

III.

In the decades since 1904, although Chinese
society has repeatedly suffered from various up-

*25 Translation Note: Yan Fu (严复), 1853–1921. One of the
leading Chinese intellectuals.

*26 Translation Note: Chinese “Lun shi bian zhi ji 论世变
之亟”; see alsoWANG Frédéric, The Relationship between
Chinese Learning and Western Learning according to
Yan Fu (1854–1921). Knowledge and Society today
(Multiple Modernity Project), Lyon, 2009, pp. 47–56.
halshs-00674116.

*27 Translation Note: Chinese “Wuxu bianfa戊戌变法” Hun-
dred Days reform of 1898, whose leading thinkers were
Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, and Tan Sitong.

*28 Translation Note: ODA Yorozu (織田萬), 1868–1945. The
book’s original title in Japanese is清国行政法 [Shinkoku
Gyōseihō].

*29 Translation Note: ASAI Torao (淺井虎夫), 1877–1928. The
book’s original title in Japanese is 支那法制史 [Shina
hōsei-shi].

heavals, the political and legal framework of a
modern nation-state has largely taken shape, and
accordingly, a modern legal education system
has already been established. By the 1940s, no
fewer than 40 universities and colleges across
the country had established law departments,17
and “History of Chinese Legal Systems” was of-
ten listed as an elective course in the curriculum
of these schools. Other subjects related to legal
history, such as the History of Legal Thought in
both China and abroad, or Roman law, were also
taught and studied. According to the General Bib-
liography of Republican-era China (1911–1949)* 30
compiled by the Beijing Library, there were 68
books listed under the heading of “Legal History
Studies”, of which 27 were works on the “His-
tory of the Legal System”, most of which were
general treatises on the history of Chinese law.18
From these works, one can get a general idea of
the scope, depth, and special characteristics of
research on legal history during this period.

Yang Honglie is the most frequently men-
tioned writer in the discussion of Chinese legal
history during this time period. Indeed, Yang’s
trilogy of studies on the history of law, i. e.
The History of the Development of Chinese Law
(1930),* 31 The History of Chinese Legal Thought
(1936),* 32 and The Influence of Chinese Law in the
Countries of East Asia (1937),* 33 not only utilizes
its own systemization and is huge in terms of
length, but it is also quite representative in terms
of its methodology, interests, and style of writing.

The History of the Development of Chinese Law
is a monumental work, comprising 1,252 pages
across 27 chapters and is split into two volumes,
which gives an account of the evolution of an-
cient Chinese Law starting back in early historical
times, and continuing right up until Republican-
era China. According to Yang’s own statement,
his work put three specialized studies to be at its
core: The first is “research on evolution”, which

17 Among them, there were 9 national universities, 9
provincial universities, 17 private universities, and 5
specialized colleges. See SUN Xiaozhen (孙晓榛), Legal
Education [Falü jiaoyu法律教育], “Appendix 3.” China
University of Political Science and Law Press, 1997.

*30 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo shiqi zongshumu
民国时期总书目 (1911–1949)”

18 For more details, see Beijing Library (Ed.), General Bib-
liography of the Republican-era China (Law)[Minguo
shiqi zongshumu (falü)民国时期总书目 (法律)]. Bibli-
ography and Literature Publishing House, 1990.

*31 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo falü fada shi中国
法律发达史.”

*32 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo falü sixiang shi中
国法律思想史.”

*33 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo falü zai dongya
zhuguo zhi yingxiang中国法律在东亚诸国之影响.”
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took studying the history of the evolution of Chi-
nese law as its purpose; the second is “research
on systems”, which was aimed at studying the
principles of Chinese law; and the last is “re-
search on legal theory”, which is a study on the
ideas of Chinese legal scholars down throughout
the various dynasties. Yang also said that this
book “[…] intends to show the process by which
the Chinese nation came to have law, and the
state of affairs in which the doctrines of Chinese
legal thinkers throughout the various dynasties
have influenced judicature.”19 However, readers
will easily find that the more successful part of
this book is concerned with the “evolutionary
research”. With regards to the study of Chinese
legal principles, although there is a lot of mate-
rial, there is the risk of it being under-analysed.
As for the “research on legal theory”, although
Yang’s book lists several historical figures and
their own legal thought after each chapter, there
are too few analyses of the organic connection
between historical legal thought and its practice.
Overall, this book is more like a comprehensive
collection of sources, and an important difference
from traditional treatises is that it reorganizes
historical materials according to a completely
modern system of classification and scope.

The structure of Yang Honglie’s book is
quite simple. The first chapter, “Introduction”,
gives an account of the book’s methodology,
scope, purpose, and materials used, followed by
the “‘Embryonic’ Period” (from early historical
times), the “‘Growth’ Period” (from the Western
Han Dynasty), and the “‘Infiltration of Euro-
pean and American Families of Law’ Period”
([during] the Qing Dynasty), and the sources
are described in chapters according to the rele-
vant dynastic periods. Under each chapter (i. e.,
corresponding to each dynasty), the relevant his-
torical materials are brought together under a
multi-level clause based on the modern style of
coding law. Take the chapter on the TangDynasty
for example, the standard entry example is as
follows: Overview; code; court organisation (di-
vided between central authority, and local level);
general provisions of criminal law (divided into
the law, the crime, the name of the penalty, the
application of the penalty, the carrying-out of
the penalty, pardon from being penalized, etc.);
specific provisions of criminal law (with the var-
ious crimes described underneath [the entry]);
civil law, sub-divided into personal law (legal
capacity, societal status, marriage, inheritance

19 YANGHonglie (杨鸿烈), The History of the Development
of Chinese Law [Zhongguo falü fada shi中国法律发达史],
p. 10. Commercial Press, 1930.

and adoption) and property law (ownership
and laws regarding creditor’s rights); and legal
thought. The other chapters, depending on the
specific circumstances of the materials, each have
their own pros and cons.

Yang’s second major work on Chinese legal
history is A History of Chinese Legal Thought. This
book was not only published later in time but
also appears to have been written in a more so-
phisticated style. By systematically organizing
and describing legal thought throughout Chi-
nese history, spanning from the Yin* 34 and Zhou
Dynasties* 35 to Republican-era China, and ar-
ranging it according to four successive eras, and
according to different schools of thought, and
linking them with the most controversial issues
in its historical contexts, Yang has been able
to trace the transformation within mainstream
legal-thought in China over the past several
millennia.20 Thisworkwas undoubtedly ground-
breaking at the time, and can be regarded as a
foundational work in the study of the history of
Chinese legal thought. Yang’s other study, The
Influence of Chinese Law in the Countries of East
Asia, which was published the following year,
was even more original. Using the “Chinese
legal family” as the object of discussion, the au-
thor examines in detail the historical influence
of Chinese law on Korea,* 36 Japan, Ryukyu,* 37
Annam,* 38 and other nations. This exceptional
research is likewise ground-breaking.

Looking at Yang Honglie’s trilogy of studies
on legal history, we can try to summarise its fea-
tures as follows.

*34 Translation Note: The Yin dynasty (殷) mentioned refers
to the latter part (c. 1300 BCE) of the Shang Dynasty
(商) (c. 1600 BCE until c. 1045 BCE).

*35 Translation Note: The Zhou dynasty (周) was the dynasty
which succeeded the Shang (specifically the Yin period),
and lasted from c. 1045 BCE until 256 BCE.

20 See YANG Honglie, History of Chinese Legal Thought
[Zhongguo falü sixiang shi中国法律思想史], Commercial
Press, 1937.

*36 Translation Note: The use of “Chaoxian朝鲜” is evoking
an older term. Nowadays, Chaoxian is occasionally used
to refer to North Korea only, but previously it would
have been used to refer to Korea as a whole, as back then
the peninsula was united under the rule of the Joseon
Dynasty (with朝鮮 being Joseon in Hanja). The Joseon
Dynasty lasted from circa 1400 until 1897.

*37 Translation Note: Chinese “liuqiu 琉球.” This is a ref-
erence to the Kingdom of Ryukyu, a tributary state of
China since the Ming that lasted from 1429 until formal
annexation by the Japanese empire in 1879.

*38 Translation Note: Chinese “annan 安南.” This refers to
the Kingdom of Annam, which covered a large majority
of modern-day Vietnam, lasting from 1164 until 1804,
when it became Vietnam under the Nguyen Dynasty.
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Firstly, Yang recognized that Chinese lawwas
an inherent product of the Chinese nation, which
had its own unity and that the concept that most
suitable expressed this unity was “legal family”.
The concept of a legal family originates from
Western comparative law. Liang Qichao had
already begun using this concept in his works
discussing the evolution of Chinese statutory law,
and by the 1930s, legal historians had generally
accepted this concept. The “Chinese legal family”
became the basis for the narrative of the history
of the Chinese legal system. The centre of this
“Chinese legal family” is naturally China, and at
its core is Confucian doctrine.

Secondly, although Yang’s books quote a
large number of ancient texts, the historical peri-
odization and the categorization of knowledge
were Western in nature. This approach of in-
corporating Chinese materials into a Western
framework of knowledge is extremely typical.
The style not only indicates the specific char-
acteristics regarding the writing of modern
Chinese legal history but also reveals the pro-
found changes that China’s inherent knowledge
tradition has experienced since the spread of
Western learning to the east during the modern
era.

Thirdly, like other historical works of the
same period, Yang’s books show more method-
ological self-awareness. He gave much con-
sideration and in advance accounted for what
historical sources could be trusted and what
methods would be most appropriate. In addi-
tion, the materials used by Yang, beyond the
traditional classical-style works, historical pieces,
philosophical works, and literary collections,* 39
also included oracle bone inscriptions, bronze
script,* 40 and Han-era Jiandu.* 41 This approach
was likely representative of the historical and ar-
chaeological achievements and progress at that
time.

Fourth, when compared with Liang’s writ-
ings, Yang’s work includes, in addition to
Japanese, foreign legal scholarship from English,

*39 Translation Note: Chinese “Jing经, shi史, zi子, and ji集
respectively.” These are the four traditional categories
contained within Chinese library collections.

*40 Translation Note: Chinese “Jinwen金文,” a type of script
during the Shang and Zhou dynasties, typically found
on bronze objects often used as parts of rituals, such as
bells and cauldrons, hence the alternative Chinese name,
zhongding wen钟鼎文.

* 41 Translation Note: Referred to as simply “Hanjian 汉简”
in the text, this is a type of “Jiandu简牍”, which was a
slip of bamboo used for writing and keeping records,
and the attribute “Han” here specifies that the ones used
were produced during the Han dynasty.

French, and German, which gives us an idea of
the development of academic exchanges in the
studies of legal history at that time. However, as
these kinds of citations that are concerned with
the elaboration of methods and as the nature of
“Chinese legal family” is mainly concentrated
within the “Introduction” section, we can also
infer both the situation of relevant overseas re-
search at that time and the degree of depth of
the exchanges that were taking place in various
regions.

Additionally, the new style of punctuation
and new citation and annotation styles have al-
ready become prevalent, becoming part of the
new historical narrative model. On the whole,
however, Yang’s works seem to be characterized
by its complete documentation but flawed anal-
ysis. This style of writing bears more traces of
tradition, and, comparatively speaking, it may be
said to represent a stage in the transition of his-
torical writing at that time from the traditional
toward the modern.

Finally, practical knowledge of managing
state affairs and the idea of taking lessons from
history and learning from the past* 42 as tradi-
tional views of history and knowledge are also
fully evident in Yang’s writings. The History of
the Development of Chinese Law comprises over
1,200 pages, of which 170 pages are devoted to
the “Qing Dynasty” (Chapter 26), and 215 pages
to the “Republic of China” (Chapter 27). The
History of Chinese Legal Thought* 43 also devotes
chapters to the legal thought of the late Qing Dy-
nasty and Republican-era China, and it is clear
that the author also takes the changes in contem-
porary society and thought as the standpoint to
observe and judge history. In his last book on the
influence of Chinese law on East Asian countries,
Yang more than indicated his own expectation of
the reconstruction of the “East Asian legal fam-
ily”.

Yang’s writings are undoubtedly representa-
tive of research in the legal history field during
Republican-era China. However, in terms of
more specific research methods and traditions,
Yang’s work is clearly not unique. Yang Honglie
was educated by Liang Qichao at the Tsinghua
National Academy,* 44 and it could be said that he
inherited the new historical tradition which had

*42 Translation Note: Chinese “yishi weijian以史为鉴,” liter-
ally, to use history as a mirror, i. e. to draw lessons from
the past.

*43 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo falü sixiang shi中
国法律思想史.”

*44 Translation Note: Chinese “qinghua guoxue yuan清华国
学院.”
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been initiated by his teacher. Cheng Shude,* 45
who was writing around the same time as Yang
and who also authored a History of the Chinese
Legal System (1928),* 46 published a book entitled
An Investigation on the Laws of the Nine Dynas-
ties* 47 in 1927. This book is very meticulously
researched and has long been highly regarded
among scholars of research on the history of the
Chinese legal system. However, the writing style
of this book is entirely traditional, and what it
inherits is undoubtedly the old tradition of le-
gal history represented by Shen Jiaben.21 Apart
from Cheng’s work, even among the works of
the new history style, there are other efforts that
one should pay attention to, such asHistory of the
Chinese Legal System (1934),* 48 written by Chen
Guyuan.* 49

Chen Guyuan first drew the distinction be-
tween the two terms “fa” and “zhi”.* 50 According
toChen, that “which is determined by the powers
of state as being a norm of social life, and which
has an enforceable nature, is called “fa”; while
the form of social life, which is maintained by
the state’s general public, and serves as a reg-
ular basis, is called “zhi”.22 He believed that

*45 Translation Note: Cheng Shude (程树德), 1877–1944.
*46 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fazhi shi 中国法

制史.”
*47 Translation Note: Chinese “jiuchao lükao 九朝律考.” It

is initially unclear which dynasties are included in the
term “Nine Dynasties”, but as the book appears to focus
on legal history from the Han dynasty (202 BCE – 6 AD,
then 25 AD – 220 AD) and runs until the end of the Sui
(581AD – 618AD), presumably any ruling power during
this period is included. This means that the dynasties
explored would include the Han, Wei, Jin, Liang, Chen,
Later Wei, Northern Qi, Later Zhou, and Sui.

21 The original book had nopunctuation, seeCHENGShude,
An Investigation on the Laws of the Nine Dynasties,
Commercial Press, 1927. The 1964 and 1988 editions
by the Zhonghua Book Company added modern punc-
tuation.

*48 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fazhi shi 中国法
制史.”

*49 Translation Note: Chen Guyuan (陈顾远), 1896–1981.
*50 Translation Note: Rendered here, respectively, as fa 法

and zhi 制. The Chinese character fa 法, is commonly
framed today as being the corresponding term for “law”
in the English language. In ancient China, however, it
had a rather narrow meaning, mainly encompassing
punishments, so that before its emergence in theWestern
Zhou Dynasty, it was referred to as xing 刑. For the
etymological history, see LIANG Zhiping, “Explicating
Law: AComparative Perspective of Chinese andWestern
Legal Culture Translation”, Journal of Chinese Law, 3(1),
pp. 55–92. On the other hand, zhi制 in a broad sense,
refers to a system and/or the institutions of said system,
while in a narrow sense, the term refers to an imperial
edict or command.

22 CHEN Guyuan, History of the Chinese Legal System
[Zhongguo fazhishi中国法制史], “Preface”, p. 1. Com-
mercial Press, 1935.

there are two schools of thought among scholars
of Chinese legal history. One group subsumes
“fa” under “zhi” or, at least, maintains that “fa”
and “zhi” are independent of each other. In
addition, they believe that “[…] the scope of
China’s history of the legal system is not lim-
ited to the legal aspect(s), but that all laws and
regulations, cultural relics, criminal ordinances,
government decrees, and moral instructions are
its objects.” In a broad sense, this is Chinese
legal history. The other school of thought sub-
sumes “zhi” under “fa”, or at least believes that
legal institutions, or systems, are equal to crimi-
nal law. Therefore, it is believed that the scope of
the history of the Chinese legal system is “[…]
confined only to the institution of law(s), exclud-
ing anything that is not part of the law, in other
words, anything that is not related with formal
legal proceedings, statutes, or regulations”. This
is the history of the Chinese legal system in a
narrow sense.23 Chen takes a broad view on
the history of the Chinese legal system, so af-
ter the first part, “General Introduction,”* 51 he
then discusses the “Political System”* 52 (Part II),
the System for Legal Proceedings* 53 (Part III),
and the “Economic System”* 54 (Part IV) respec-
tively. Among these, parts of the political system
addressed in Part II, such as the “Selection Laws
in the Chinese Legal System”, and almost the
entirety of the Economic System in Part IV, such
as the laws regarding the land system, the tax
system, the commercial system, or the monetary
system, were either not covered at all by the aver-
age writing on legal history at that time, or they
were seldom dealt with. In addition, Chen also
discusses at length the division of academic dis-
ciplines and the application of methods as well
as general issues such as historical doubts, his-
torical facts, the changes and the continuities of
the Chinese legal system, and the characteristics
of the Chinese legal system, among others. The
self-consciousness of historical writing shown in
this work is certainly indicative of the prevailing
trends at that time, but it is even superior in that
regard to that of other similar works. Finally, in
terms of the handling of historical materials and
narrative style, Chen’s work is closer to themodel
that is commonly seen and used today, i. e., not
only classifying the historical materials under
new categories and domains of knowledge, but
also further integrating them into the author’s

23 Ibid. pp. 2–3.
*51 Translation Note: Chinese “Zonglun总论.”
*52 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhengzhi zhidu政治制度.”
*53 Translation Note: Chinese “Yusong zhidu狱讼制度.”
*54 Translation Note: Chinese “Jingji zhidu经济制度.”



ZChinR 2026 Conway/Röseler, ‘Horizons of Legal History’ Revisited 141

own narrative and analyses. In this respect, Chen
Guyuan’s work represents a more matured way
of writing than Yang Honglie.

It may be noted that Chen’s work, although
broader in scope than Yang’s, as well as other
works on the history of the legal system, does
not look beyond historiography. In fact, the vari-
ous schools of thought we have discussed above
are still representative of the tradition of histo-
riography. The materials they relied on were
often based on official histories; themethods they
used were generally historical and comparative;
and the issues they were concerned with basi-
cally remain within the scope of the so-called
“Great Tradition.”* 55 Yang Honglie emphasized
that the study of the history of the legal sys-
tem should not only focus on the static aspects
but also look at the “dynamic” and “applicable”
aspects. However, this merely means that impor-
tance should also be attached to the “imperial
injunctions”, “orders” and “regulations”,* 56 in
addition to a legal code as a source of normativ-
ity. Chen Guyuan advocated for research on the
history of the legal system in a broader sense of
the term, incorporating the legal system of farm-
land, taxation, finance, and commerce into his
vision, but the materials he used were still within
the scope of the official histories. In order to
break away from the historiography perspective,
a fusion of academic disciplines was required,
which was not an easy task at that time. As far
as the research on legal history is concerned, one
of the rare and quite successful examples is Qu

*55 Translation Note: In the original, it reads “da chuantong
大传统”. This is a reference to Robert Redfield’s distinc-
tion between great traditions vs. little traditions. In this
text, Redfield was comparing Indian cultures and how
there were differences, e. g., formal vs. informal, written
vs. spoken, culture through associations and religion
vs. culture through localized people and superstitions
etc., as well as the much more simplistic, urban vs. rural.
See: Robert Redfield, The Social Organization of Tradi-
tion. The Far Eastern Quarterly, 1955, 15(1), pp. 13–21.
<https://doi.org/10.2307/2942099>.

*56 Translation Note: Chinese “lü律 (statutes)” with a state
legal connotation and “ling令 (edict)” (also prohibitions
jinling禁令) as the “material, embodied form of law, “en-
compassing a broad range of administrative and penal
matters, and lüling 律令 (statutes and edicts)”, Ulrich
Lau and Michael Lüdke, Chapter 8: Fa and the Early Legal
System. In: Yuri Pines (ed.) Dao Companion to China’s
fa Tradition: The Philosophy of Governance by Impartial
Standards. Dao Companions to Chinese Philosophy, vol
19. Cham, 2024. <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
53630-4_9>.

Tongzu’s Law and Society in Traditional China* 57
(1947).24

Qu Tongzu entered Yenching University* 58

in 1930, majoring in sociology, and due to his
interest in history, he specialized in social his-
tory.25 Law and Society in Traditional China was
Qu’s attempt to observe traditional Chinese law
from a sociological perspective and methodol-
ogy, and to integrate both law and society into
the research. Qu regarded the law as a kind of so-
cial institution and a social norm and considered
the law as stemming from a specific social struc-
ture and reflecting a specific ideology. Therefore,
he was opposed to the analytical school of legal
studies, which was those who regard the law
as having an isolated existence, while ignoring
the relationship between law and society. Qu
claimed that the main purpose of his book was to
“[…] study and analyse the fundamental essence
and main characteristics of Chinese ancient law”,
and that “the main features of Chinese ancient
law were expressed in the concepts of Familial-
ism* 59 and class”,26 so the book allocated two
chapters on family (including marriage), and
two chapters on class. In view of the close re-
lationship throughout history between law on
one side and religion and ideology on the other,
the author has also included two separate chap-
ters, discussing “Witchcraft and Religion” and
“Confucianism and Legalism” respectively.27

*57 Translation Note: Qu Tongzu (瞿同祖), 1910–2008. The
original Chinese titlewas: “Zhongguo falü yuZhongguo
shehui中国法律与中国社会.”

24 This book was written in 1944 and published by the
Commercial Press in 1947. Later, the Zhonghua Book
Company republished the book in 1981. For related re-
visions, see Qu’s “Preface” to the 1981 edition. The book
was later included in the Collected Legal Studies Writings
of Qu Tongzu [Qu Tongzu faxue lun zhuji瞿同祖法学论
著集], published by China University of Political Science
and Law Press in 1998. Additionally, after undergoing
revision, it was published in English in 1961 and is re-
garded as one of the most important works on Chinese
legal history within English literature.

*58 Translation Note: Chinese “Yanjing Daxue燕京大学”, pri-
vate university based in Beijing from the mid-1910s until
1952. For more information, see: Philip West, Yenching
University and Sino-Western Relations, 1916–1952, Har-
vard University Press, Cambridge (MA) and London,
1976.

25 QU Tongzu’s “Author’s Preface” in the Collected Legal
Studies Writings of Qu Tongzu.

* 59 Translation Note: Chinese “jiazu zhuyi家族主义,” could
be translated as “familialism;” however, it may not be
taken as being equivalent to the term in a Western soci-
ology context.

26 QU Tongzu, Law and Society in Traditional China, “In-
troduction.”

27 For a review of Qu’s work, see LIANG Zhiping, Societal
Status and Ethical Law (shenfen shehui yu lunli falü

https://doi.org/10.2307/2942099
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-53630-4_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-53630-4_9
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Qu called his book a “social history of law”,
recognizing that it was both “a book on the
history of the legal system, as well as one on
social history”.28 In fact, this book was originally
adapted by the author from his own lectures on
the history of China’s legal system and society.
And so, what kind of relationship did his book
have with the already developed research on the
history of the Chinese legal system at that time?
It is interesting to note that although Qu’s book
cites a great deal from the official histories, and
from the laws and regulations of successive dy-
nasties, in addition to attaching great importance
to and emphasising the profound influence Con-
fucianism has had upon traditional law, there are
no traces of previous research on the history of
the Chinese legal system to be seen in the book.
Among the various possible explanations of why
this is the case, one thing is certain, and that is
the difference in academic training and method-
ology.

Indeed, the way in which this book delves
into history is quite different from those other
academic works we have mentioned above.

Firstly, although the author uses history as
the object of study, he only pays attention to
the “significant changes”. The author “[…] tries
to find common ground to explain the funda-
mental spirit and the main character of the law,
while also exploring whether there has been any
change in such essence or features”. For this rea-
son, “[…] this book takes the law from the Han
Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty, a period of more
than 2,000 years, as an entirety to be analysed.”29
Whilst the author does not deny that there have
been both beneficial and regrettable changes to
the legal system throughout the various dynas-
ties, it is clear that his focus is not on what has
changed, but on what has remained unchanged,
on the fundamental “spirit and character” of the
law. In other words, the author is genuinely inter-
ested in the “basic form” of a legal system rooted
in a specific society. This way of looking at and
dealing with history has been recognized as com-
ing from a functionalist position within the field
of sociology.30

身份社会与伦理法律), in: Reading [dushu读书], no. 3,
1986.

28 WANG Jian (王健), Qu Tongzu and the Study of Legal
Social History [Qu Tongzu yu falü shehui shi yanjiu瞿
同祖与法律社会史研究], in: Peking University Law Journal
[中外法学], no. 4, 1998.

29 QU Tongzu, Law and Society in Traditional China, “In-
troduction”.

30 See LIN Duan (林端), From Brilliance to Simplicity: An
Interview with Professor Qu Tongzu, [You xuanlan
guiyu pingdan—Qu Tongzu jiaoshou fangwen ji由绚烂

Secondly, according to Qu, it is true that the
study of law is inevitably linked to the analysis of
legal clauses, “but that it is not enough to study le-
gal provisions only; we should also pay attention
to the issue of the effectiveness of the law.”31 The
so-called “effectiveness” mentioned by Qu is not
the same as the “application” of the law as had
been emphasized by Yang Honglie. The former
is concerned not only with that part of the law
which is more closely and directly related to so-
cial changes, but with the practical significance of
all the legal rules in social life. Therefore, among
the materials cited by Qu, the Qing Dynasty’s
Conspectus of Criminal Cases* 60 accounts for a con-
siderable amount of the material; the description
of the legislative process and the evolution of the
law within the general writings about the history
of the legal system is largely replaced by the de-
piction of daily life in the context of a specific
system.

Additionally, before Qu Tongzu, legal his-
torians such as Chen Guyuan had also listed
Confucianism as a specialized chapter alongside
family, and social class, and regarded them as
distinctive features of the Chinese legal system.32
However, Qu’s understanding of the factors of
family, class, and Confucianism differed from
Chen’s, and more importantly, these emphasized
factors played considerably different roles in the
intellectual landscape and structure of the two
authors’ writings. In Qu’s view, family and class
are the structural factors that influence and de-
termine the characteristics of Chinese traditional
law. Therefore, a description or analysis of the
spirit and characteristics of this specific type of
law must be conducted within the framework of
the corresponding social and ideological struc-
tures in order for it to be appropriate.

归于平淡一一瞿同祖教授访问记], in: LINDuan, Confucian
Ethics and Legal Culture [Rujia lunli yu falü wenhua
儒家伦理与法律文化], China University of Political Sci-
ence and Law Press, 2002. A passage from Qu cited in
Lin’s article makes this point even clearer: “This kind of
approach, where all of the facts across more than two
thousand years, from the Qin and Han dynasties all the
way until the late Qing reforms, are smelted together
in the same furnace, is based on a single fundamental
belief, that the law, much like the socio-political and eco-
nomic structures throughout this long period, remained
stagnant and within the same basic classification with-
out ever changing. Supposing this premise is correct,
then we may perhaps disregard those formal and/or
minor differences and instead seek their commonalities
in order to explain the fundamental essence and key
characteristics of our legal system.” Ibid. p. 137.

31 Ibid. “Introduction.”
*60 Translation Note: Chinese “xing’an huilan刑案汇览.”
32 For details, see CHEN Guyuan, History of the Chinese

Legal System, Part One, Chapter Three, 1934.



ZChinR 2026 Conway/Röseler, ‘Horizons of Legal History’ Revisited 143

The last point is that although Qu’s work
was essentially adapted from the lectures of his
course, it has fewer traces of being a textbook
when compared to the average academic works
on the history of the Chinese legal system at the
time. This is largely related to the author’s so-
cial studies approach to observing Chinese law
and society, which influenced the design of the
chapter structure throughout the entire book.
In contrast, even Chen Guyuan’s History of the
Chinese Legal System, which has a broader per-
spective, still retains more of the characteristics
of a textbook due to its comprehensive coverage
and formally balanced style.33

In addition to the works mentioned above,
research on the history of the Chinese legal sys-
tem in the Republican era also included dynastic
history and the history of the branches of law,
among which the records on the constitutional
movement from the end of the Qing Dynasty on-
ward and in the Republican era are particularly
detailed.34 However, these two types of works,
either those modelled in the style of a general his-
tory, or those in a style of a detailed chronological
arrangement of information and documents, are
just not as intellectually stimulating as the works
discussed earlier. It is in this sense that the au-
thors and works previously mentioned should
be seen as beingmore representative of the devel-
opment of research on the history of the Chinese
legal system during this period.

In summary, the Republican era was an im-
portant stage in the development of the study of
Chinese legal history. Following the pioneering
work of Liang Qichao, and through the efforts of
an entire generation, the history of the Chinese
legal system as a discipline has become firmly
established, and the study of legal history has de-
veloped considerably in both breadth and depth.
People have tried in different ways to explore le-
gal history, trying to find a historical narrative
that alignswith the spirit of the times, and this ex-
ploration has given rise to several new traditions.
Naturally, this period of Chinese legal history in
certain respects is still characterized by its pio-
neering and transitional nature. Nevertheless,
it had laid a solid foundation for subsequent re-
search of legal history, and its influence is still

33 Pointing this out is not meant as criticism. In fact, Chen’s
work was originally written as a textbook.

34 The General Bibliography of Republican-era China (Law)
lists as many as 17 works on the history of Chinese
constitution-making under the “Constitutional History”
section. This situation clearly indicates the focus of legal
development and the concerns of legal scholars at that
time.

clearly discernible within today’s studies of Chi-
nese legal history.

IV.

The regime-change of 1949 was not only a revolu-
tionary event in modern Chinese history; it also
had a decisive impact on the issues discussed
so far in this paper. As far as the tradition of
research on Chinese legal history is concerned,
the immediate consequences of this revolution
were twofold. Firstly, it led to the geographical
separation of modern Chinese academia (Main-
land China and Taiwan), and at the same time
it caused the division of the legal tradition itself;
Secondly, ideological changes and their interven-
tions have profoundly affected and altered the
methodology, interests, and paradigm of aca-
demic research. In this section, I will focus on
discussing the research of legal history in Main-
land China, leaving the research on Taiwan to be
discussed later in this paper.

A series of political and social movements in
mainland China during the 1950s changed the
landscape of modern Chinese academia consid-
erably. The restructuring of academic faculties
in the early 1950s was done not only to redis-
tribute educational resources, but also to set up
an educational system in line with the ideology
of communism. The “Movement of Thought
Reform”* 61 for intellectuals carried out at the
same time was a more enduring plan, and its
lasting influence could still be felt much after
the “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution” had
come to an end. In particular, it is worth point-
ing out that as early as the beginning of the
1950s, there were ideological reforms specifically
targeting “old legal personnel,”* 62 a fact which
clearly demonstrates the special nature of the
law in the context of the new ideological and
political system. Following on from this restruc-
turing and reorganization, the history of the legal
system as a subject was not abolished, but not
long after, this traditional branch of study with
an established 50-year history was merged into
the learning syllabus of a Soviet-style legal stud-
ies, taking on the new title of “The History of
State and Legal Rights in China and the Soviet

*61 Translation Note: Chinese “Sixiang gaizao yundong 思
想改造运动,” a period in Chinese history (1951–1952)
aimed at converting Chinese intellectuals to accept
Marxist-Leninist and Maoist values.

*62 Translation Note: Chinese “Jiufa renyuan旧法人员”.



144 Conway/Röseler, ‘Horizons of Legal History’ Revisited ZChinR 2026

Union”* 63 and becoming one of the mandatory
subjects for law students.35

From the early 1950s until the mid-1960s, the
“Cultural Revolution” broke out and higher ed-
ucation was suspended. During these ten-plus
years, many political movements arose one af-
ter another, and there was a lack of good quality
research in legal studies, including the field of
legal history. However, even from today’s per-
spective, the importance of this particular period
cannot be underestimated. After all, it was dur-
ing this period that themost revolutionary events
took place, leading to a complete re-evaluation
of values. As far as legal history and even legal
studies are concerned, the significance of this pe-
riod does not lie in the introduction of several
new subjects, curricula, perspectives, or research
themes, but rather in the development of a new
research paradigm, which encompasses a com-
plete set of views, a worldview, a legal view, and
a historical view. Over the past few decades,
this new type of paradigm has not been with-
out its developments, revisions, or even full-on
changes,36 but in its broadest sense, it still forms
the basis of mainstream legal studies research
today. And so, with this point in mind, I have
chosen the 1980s, a period which connects the
1950s and 1960s with the present, as the starting
point for the following discussions.

In the most authoritative article published
in the Encyclopaedia of China (1984), legal stud-
ies is defined as “[…] the science of researching
law as a specific social phenomenon and the
laws governing its development.”37 According
to this article, legal studies has a social class na-
ture. Legal studies covering slave owners, feudal

*63 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo yu sulianguojia de
faquan lishi中国与苏联国家的法权历史.”

35 See LIANG Zhiping, Legal Positivism in China [Falü
shizheng zhuyi zai zhongguo法律实证主义在中国], in:
Liang Zhiping’s Self-Selected Works[Liang Zhiping zix-
uanji梁治平自选集], Guangxi Normal University Press,
1997, pp. 69–100.

36 One of the most significant changes was breaking away
from the Soviet model that merged the history of “state
and law” into one and establishing research on the
history of legal systems as being distinct from that of
political institutional history. Another important change
was placing greater emphasis on discussions of specific
legal systems, which diluted the previous focus on the
classist nature of law and the nature of political power.
As a result, since the mid-1980s, historical writings that
heavily quote from “Marx and Engels” and focus solely
on class relations and the nature of law have gradually
diminished.

37 ZHANG Youyu (张有渔) and PAN Nianzhi (潘念之), Le-
gal Studies, in: Encyclopaedia of China (Legal Studies)
[Zhongguo dabaike quanshu (faxue) 中国大百科全书
(法学)], 1984, pp. 1–14. This article is not an entry; rather
it is the introduction to the entire volume.

lords, and the bourgeois class aims at preserv-
ing and consolidating the economic relations of
the exploiting classes, and at defending the legal
relationships that benefit the exploiting classes.
This is not the same for legal studies within
Marxism. Marxist law is guided by dialectical
materialism and historical materialism, and it
serves to maintain and develop the socialist le-
gal system in order to ensure the formation of
a material and cultural-ethical advancement* 64
until communism has been realized.38 Within
the new socialist system of legal studies, legal his-
tory occupies an indispensable position. Strictly
speaking, legal history is comprised of four dis-
tinct subjects, namely, the history of the Chinese
legal system, the history of Chinese legal thought,
the history of foreign legal systems, and the his-
tory of foreign legal thought.39 Among them,
the history of the Chinese legal system is the
most prominent. Not only does it have the most
resources, it is also consistently listed as a com-
pulsory course.

Regarding the “history of the Chinese legal
system”, its authoritative definition can be found
in the corresponding encyclopaedic article of
the same name: it [History of the Chinese legal
system] is the history of “[…] the emergence, de-
velopment and evolution of the various types of
legal systems in China”. “It includes the institu-
tional history of law throughout China’s slave
society* 65 , feudal society, and semi-colonial,
and semi-feudal society eras;* 66 it also includes
the history of the legal system created by the
Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Revolution, by the
Xinhai Revolution, and especially by the New
Democratic Revolutionary Movement.” “As an

*64 Translation Note: “Wuzhi wenming he jingshen wen-
ming 物质文明和精神文明” This is a phrase used in
Deng Xiaopeng-era political slogans and Marxist
theory. The translation provided has been rendered
using the translation that official communiques
from the PRC government have used, e. g., under Xi
Jinping, <https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/
yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html,https:
//wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/
t20221027_2846141.html> last accessed 3 May 2026.

38 See the aforementioned article.
39 Additionally, this is precisely the classification system

of the Encyclopaedia of China, Legal Studies volume. One
can see traces of Soviet legal studies influence in this
classification. Essentially, “the History of Foreign Legal
Systems” evolved from “General History of the State and
the Law”.

*65 Translation Note: This phrase stems from Marxist theory,
and refers to Sklavenhaltergesellschaft, i. e., societies which
rely on the labour of slaves.

*66 Translation Note: Another Marxist term, the official way
of describing China in the late Qing dynasty and early
Republican-era.

https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html,https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html
https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html,https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html
https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html,https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html
https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html,https://wb.beijing.gov.cn/home/wswm/yyhj/fyyd/202210/t20221027_2846141.html
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academic discipline, the task of the history of the
Chinese legal system is to study the essence, con-
tent, characteristics, and development patterns
of various types of legal system, to summarize
the historical experience, and to serve the con-
struction of socialism.”40 The article is divided
into subheadings, which include:

– The Legal System of China’s Slave Society
Era;* 67

– The Legal System in China’s Era of Feudal-
ism;* 68

– The Chinese Legal Family;

– The Dissolution of the Feudal Legal System
and the Formation of the Semi-colonial and
Semi-feudal Legal System;* 69

– Legal Systems Created by Successive Rev-
olutionary Movements After the Opium
Wars;* 70

– Several Historical Experiences Provided by
the History of the Chinese Legal System.* 71

This article is only about 10,000 words long,
but it is an extremely concise and useful guide
to understanding the methods, interests, and
paradigms of legal history in the context of the
study of “Marxist legal studies”.

In terms of resources, scale, and areas cov-
ered, among other aspects, the research on the
history of the Chinese legal system since the
1980s is undoubtedly unparalleled by any other
period in the past.41 The multitude of practi-
tioners and the large number of publications

40 CHEN Shengqing (陈盛清) and ZHANG Jinfan (张晋藩),
“History of the Chinese Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi
shi中国法制史]”, in Encyclopaedia of China, Legal Stud-
ies Volume, 1984, pp. 762–766.

*67 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo nulizhi falü zhidu
中国奴隶制法律制度.”

*68 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fengjianzhi falü
zhidu中国封建制法律制度.”

*69 Translation Note: Chinese “Fengjian falü tixi de jieti yu
banzhimindi banfengjian falü zhidu de xingcheng封建
法律体系的解体与半殖民地半封建法律制度的形成.”

*70 Translation Note: Chinese “Yapian zhanzheng hou lici
geming yundong suo chuangzao de falü zhidu鸦片战争
后历次革命运动所创造的法律制度.”

*71 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fazhi shi tigong de
ruogan lishi jingyan中国法制史提供的若干历史经验.”

41 It is said that during this period, China’s legal history
academic community publishedmore than 200 academic
books and textbooks and thousands of academic papers.
See ZENG Xianyi (曾宪义) (ed.), History of the Chinese
Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi shi中国法制史], Beijing
University Press & Higher Education Press, 2000, p. 12.

have created a flourishing discipline, making any
simple generalization potentially one-sided. Nev-
ertheless, if one looks at themainstreammethods
and paradigms, a particular type of writing may
be quite representative. The type of writing that
will be described below is centred on textbooks.

As a type of writing, the “textbook” here can
be distinguished into a broad and a narrow sense.
Textbooks in the narrow sense, i. e., in the conven-
tionalmeaning of the term, deserve attention, not
only because they are extremely large in number,
but also because they encompass a wide range of
different types and levels of learners;42 they de-
serve attention also because, whether or not they
are labelled as consolidated teaching materials,
they are essentially the same. Not only stylistic
rules and layout, but also the content is highly
similar, and the writers often overlap too, and so
these very textbooks not only reflect the writing
characteristics of the history of the Chinese le-
gal system as an integral part of thought within
Marxist legal studies but are themselves the ba-
sis of this paradigm of historical narrative.43
Mainstream writings on the history of the Chi-
nese legal system, whether from individuals or
groups, andwhether thework is a general history,
a dynastic history, or a specialized study, mostly
have the nature of textbooks and can therefore
be regarded as textbooks in the broader sense.
Among them, the latest, and most authoritative
and representative is the multi-volume General
History of the Chinese Legal System,* 72 which was
published in 1999.

The General History of the Chinese Legal System
took 20 years from the beginning of planning to
its final publication. The book is divided into ten
volumes, totalling five million words, and was
written by dozens of contributors. This set of

42 In addition to textbooks specifically designed for un-
dergraduate and junior college students, there were
also textbooks on the history of the Chinese legal
system written for various educational formats, in-
cluding television universities, university night classes,
correspondence schools, and adult learner programs.
Moreover, even among undergraduate textbooks, dis-
tinctions were made between standardized textbooks
compiled by the Ministry of Justice, those compiled by
the Ministry of Education, and textbooks independently
compiled by individual universities, etc.

43 Regarding the general style of textbooks, reference can
be made to the previously cited History of the Chinese
Legal System, edited by ZENG Xianyi. This work, se-
lected as a “sample” through a randomized method, is a
part of “Textbooks catering to 21st Century Curriculae”
and “Core Course Textbooks for Legal Studies Majors
in National Higher Education Institutions,” possessing
sufficient authoritativeness and contemporaneity.

*72 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fazhi tongshi中国
法制通史.”
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books is not only the largest project in the history
of compiling the history of the modern Chinese
legal system; it also represents the highest level
of mainstream research on the history of the
Chinese legal system in mainland China and is
regarded as the most mature form of expression
of “Chinese legal historiography” and as being
one of the components of the “Socialist System
of Legal Studies”. Focusing on the methodology,
interests, and paradigm of historical writing, the
General History of the Chinese Legal System is es-
sentially an enlargement of an ordinary textbook.
The difference is that it is huge in terms of length,
thus accommodating more historical materials,
and the discussion of related topics is more in-
depth and detailed; in terms of structure, it is
not new, however, it does seem more balanced;
comparatively speaking, it is written in a more
inclusive style, and it has incorporated more rele-
vant research results while the citations aremuch
broader in scope. The book does not change or
create paradigms; rather, it maximizes the poten-
tial of the existing paradigms. Therefore, it can
be considered a model for paradigms. Let me
now try to summarize the main characteristics
of this kind of legal history writing that centres
itself on textbooks.

The first point, which is also the most promi-
nent, is its “Marxist worldview and methodol-
ogy”. This is not only expressed in the editors’
own statements in the “Preface” and “Introduc-
tion” sections but is also reflected within various
other elements, such as in the historical peri-
odization, the classification of laws, the choice of
historical materials, the structure of the chapters,
the analyses of specific institutions, and the in-
terpretation and critical evaluations of historical
events. It should be noted thatmost of these basic
elements, which for their part determine thewrit-
ing of legal history, are already well-established
and, moreover, the foundational material of the
paradigm.

Secondly, this worldview and methodology
are characterized by universalism and scien-
tism. The emphasis on understanding the nature
of society and grasping the laws of history
certainly reveals such characteristics, and the
same premise is in fact implied in the historical
narratives that adopt Western legal system clas-
sifications and employ modern legal concepts
and categories.44 Naturally, such an approach is

44 In this regard, the chapters of each volume are mostly
the same. Taking Volume Five, which discusses the Song
Dynasty, as an example, its sections include “Legisla-
tive Thought and Legislative Activities,” “Administrative
Law,” “Civil Law” (subdivided into “Subjects of Civil

not limited to Chinese legal history “guided by
Marxism” but is instead to some extent shared
by a number of different historical narratives.

Thirdly, although it does not reject the con-
cept of a “Chinese legal family”, and even
sometimes emphasizes factors such as philoso-
phy, religion, and culture, its basic tendency is
to place importance on politics and economics,
while downplaying society and culture. After
all, in historical materialism, the economy is, if
not the only determining factor, at least the ulti-
mate determining factor, and the law is always
subordinate to politics. Conversely, an emphasis
on “culture” could be viewed as idealism, while
delving into “society” may complicate explana-
tion. All of these factors may lead to a paradigm
crisis.

Accordingly, the perspective of the textbooks
invariably stems from the “grand tradition”, and
the law is always spoken about from the top
down. The historical materials within the scope
of the textbooks are basically limited to the offi-
cial histories and the ruling government’s own
books and records.* 73 The editors of the Gen-
eral History of the Chinese Legal System advocate
that great efforts be made in the uncovering and
organizing of historical materials about the Chi-
nese legal system, including “[…] underground
artefacts, surveys of social customs, historical
archives, private notes, manifestos, official no-
tices, slogans, popular compacts,* 74 religious
doctrines, military laws, and so on”,45 but in
practice, the progress in this area is still quite
limited.46 Although the scope of its source mate-
rials has been significantly expanded upon when

Rights,” “Property Rights,” “Obligations,” etc.), “Eco-
nomic Law,” “Criminal Law,” and “Judicial System,”
among others.

*73 Translation Note: Chinese “Guanfang dianji 官方典籍,”
books and records kept by record keepers within the
dynastic houses, i. e. official narratives.

*74 Translation Note: Chinese “Minjian guiyue 民间规约,”
may also be translated as a collective compact. See also
LIU Ducai (刘笃才), “Introduction to popular compacts
in ancient China [Zhongguo gudai minjian guiyue yin-
lun中国古代民间规约引论]”, Chinese Journal of Law [法
学研究], 2006(1): pp. 135–147.

45 ZHANG Jinfan (ed.), General History of the Chinese Legal
System [Zhongguo fazhi tongshi中国法制通史], “General
Preface.”

46 For the history of the legal system academic community
within legal studies, the notable achievements in “orga-
nizing historical materials on the Chinese legal system”
are largely confined to the aspect of compilating ancient
legal texts. Already published texts mainly include Com-
pilation of Chinese Laws and Decrees [Qing Volume] (Jilin
People’s Publishing House, 1991), Comprehensive Exami-
nation and Annotation of the Great Qing Legal Code (China
University of Political Science and Law Press, 1992), An-
notations on Doubts in Reading Precedents (China Public
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compared with that of general textbooks, this
improvement is still not enough to change the
paradigm represented by textbooks.47

Finally, the textbook itself has developed a
pattern which is worth noting. Apart from the
characteristics mentioned above, textbooks are
usually edited by one person but written by
many; there are no discussion exercises at the
end of the chapters, nor is there a bibliogra-
phy for further reading; at the end of the book,
they do not list any book references, nor do
they include an index. In fact, the authors of
the textbooks rarely cite the articles or books of
other researchers, and they almost never make
reference to relevant studies from abroad, even
though many of these studies have been already
introduced to China.48 Therefore, there is no
need for textbooks to engage with the already es-
tablished academic discourse or put forward new
propositions to be argued. Of course, the most
common characteristic of textbooks is their lack
of individuality. Instantly recognisable formulas,
unchanging methods, ready-made conclusions,
fixed expressions, all of these, with the help of
a set of effective reproduction techniques and
mechanisms, have contributed to an enormous
family of textbooks.

V.

It should be pointed out that, although the legal
history tradition centred on textbooks that was
described above can and should be regarded as
“mainstream”, it is not sufficient to represent the
entirety of the history of the legal system research
in mainland China over the past 50 years. This

Security University Press, 1994), Rare and Precious Chi-
nese Legal Texts (Science Press, 1994), Annotations and
Translations of the Treatises on Penal Law in Chinese History
(Jilin People’s Publishing House, 1994), Collected Works
on the Rules of Propriety for Government Officials (Huang-
shan Publishing House, 1997), 20th Century Studies in
Chinese Law Series (China University of Political Science
and Law Press, 1997–), Chinese Codes Handed Down Since
Ancient Times (Law Press, 1999), and Chinese Legal Stud-
ies Series (Law Press, 2001). The recently published
three-volume compilation Tian’s Collection of Contract
Documents (Zhonghua Book Company, 2001) may be the
most noteworthy archival compilation outside of legal
texts in recent years. However, this international col-
laborative project does not fall within the mainstream
of research on the history of the legal system discussed
here.

47 Regarding this point, one could compare the General His-
tory of the Chinese Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi tongshi
中国法制通史] with the aforementioned History of the
Chinese Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi shi中国法制史].

48 Of course, in no way does this mean that the authors
of the textbooks have not actually benefited from the
research of others, even if they did not cite it.

tradition cannot represent nor be fully represen-
tative of the non-mainstream research, nor is it
the only tradition within legal historical research.
Unlike the situation during the developmental
stage of Chinese legal history, where historical
studies dominated the mainstream, the legal
history tradition established in the post-1950s
era is generally based on legal studies, which
means that it became affiliated more with legal
studies rather than history in terms of the or-
ganization and establishment of the discipline.
However, it is precisely the history, especially the
archaeology, medieval history, socio-economic
history, studies on archival history, andMing and
Qing historical studies, that cannot be overlooked
when understanding the study of legal history
in mainland China.

Although history and legal studies have un-
dergone the same paradigm shift, their origins
differ, and their traditions vary, making the study
of the history of the Chinese legal system within
historical studies somewhat different from the
study of legal systems within legal studies.

The discovery of oracle bone inscriptions in
the 20th century was a ground-breaking event
in the history of Chinese academic scholarship,
with profound and far-reaching implications.
Authors in the 1930s, such as Yang Honglie, had
already begun incorporating oracle bone and
bronze inscriptions materials into their studies
on the history of the legal system. Subsequent ex-
cavations and discoveries, regarding, for instance,
early tombs, oracle bones, bronze artefacts, bam-
boo slips and silk manuscripts from the Qin and
Han periods, and documents from Dunhuang* 75

and Turpan* 76 have all had significant impact on
the study of legal history. Although the full ex-
tent of this influence has yet to be fully realized,
its potential significance cannot be underesti-
mated.49

*75 Translation Note: Dunhuang敦煌, an ancient settlement
that was part of the silk road, now forms part of Gansu
province.

*76 Translation Note: Turpan吐鲁番 (also Turfan), another
ancient settlement and silk road city, now in present day
Xinjiang province.

49 See CUI Yongdong (崔永东), Punishment and Law
Thought in Bronze Inscriptions and Bamboo Slips [jin
wen jian bo zhong de xingfa sixiang金文简帛中的刑法
思想], Tsinghua University Press, 2000. This approach,
which tries to incorporate existing research from related
historical disciplines and systematically apply it to the
study of legal thought, is not commonly seen.
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In the history of middle antiquity,* 77 the
parts related to the history of legal systems are
prominently represented in the studies of the
Tang Code, and research in this area has been
greatly enriched by the unearthed documents.
It should be pointed out that research on the
Tang Code within the study of history are the
same as studies on oracle bone inscriptions and
research on the early history of the legal system;
all can be traced back to the traditions of Ts-
inghua’s Academy of Chinese Learning.* 78 From
the first generation of scholars, including Wang
Guowei* 79, Liang Qichao, and Chen Yinke,* 80 to
the second generation of YangHonglie andWang
Yongxing,* 81 then to the third generation of Liu
Junwen,* 82 there has been an unbroken thread of
academic inheritance. Yang Honglie, inheriting
from Liang Qichao, established a new pattern
in Chinese legal history, as already mentioned
above. Liu Junwen, on the other hand, inherited
from a different scholarly tradition, excelling in
textual analysis and interpretation.50 Besides the
history of the middle antiquity period, the com-
pilation and editing of ancient texts, which have

*77 Translation Note: The Chinese text reads zhonggushi中
古史, which has been translated as middle antiquity. But
to try and provide some context, for most historians this
periodwould begin sometime around the time of theWei
and Jin Dynasties and endwith the Tang (approximately
3rd century CE to 10th century CE). For others, the up-
per and lower limit of what this period encompasses
might be much broader. For example, in the curriculum
ofHistory of China inMiddle Antiquity at theMetropoli-
tan University of Hong Kong, the course begins with the
Qin and Han periods (3rd century BCE) and ends with
the Yuan (14th century CE). See <https://www.hkmu.
edu.hk/tc/admissions/course-info/chin-a281c/,> last
accessed 18 May 2026. It may also be translated as “Mid-
dle Ages” or “Medieval period”, but as the timeline does
not exactly correspond to the time period commonly
used in Western historiography, it is better not to cause
confusion between the two terms,

*78 Translation Note: Chinese “Qinghua daxue guoxue yanjiu
yuan清华大学国学研究院,” founded in 1925. More infor-
mation can be found on the Academy’s official website,
available at <http://www.tacl.tsinghua.edu.cn/,> last
accessed 18 May 2026.

*79 Translation Note: Wang Guowei (王国维), 1877–1927.
*80 Translation Note: Chen Yinke (陈寅恪), 1890–1969. Also

known as Chen Yinque.
*81 Translation Note: Wang Yongxing (王永兴), 1914–2008.
*82 Translation Note: Liu Junwen (刘俊文), 1944–.
50 Liu’s achievements in this area mainly include the

punctuated and annotated edition of Tang Code and
Commentary [tanglü shuyi唐律疏义] (Zhonghua Book
Company, 1982), An Examination and Interpretation of
Tang Dynasty Legal Documents from Dunhuang and Turpan
[dunhuang tulufan tangdai fazhi wenshu kaoyi敦煌吐魯
番唐代法制文书考釋] (Zhonghua Book Company, 1989),
and the two-volume Annotated Commentary on the Tang
Code [tanglü shuyi jian jie 唐律疏义笺解] (Zhonghua
Book Company, 1996).

always been valued in traditional historical stud-
ies, have also made significant contributions to
the study of the history of legal systems. A prime
example would be the Ming Gong Shu Pan Qing-
ming Ji,* 83 punctuated, collated, and published
in 1987 by the Song, Liao, Jin, and Yuan History
Research Office of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences.51

As for socio-economic history, it is unlike
the previous two disciplines—which have long-
standing traditions—and is instead more similar
to legal studies, in that they are both burgeon-
ing disciplines that emerged from a shift in
paradigms. In fact, emphasizing the economy
and social material life has always been an impor-
tant characteristic of Marxist historiography, and
the exploration of new research areas resulting
from this emphasis has been amajor contribution
from Marxist historiography to the study of Chi-
nese history. Though not without its problems,
this questioning approach to the study of history
and its sustained attention to socio-economic is-
sues has from today’s perspective produced quite
positive results. Many institutions related to the
economic livelihoods of the people that had no
place within traditional historiography, such as
the land, tenancy, employment, and guilds, etc.
have become subjects of interest for researchers.
A large number of materials which were previ-
ously overlooked by traditional historians, such
as inscriptions, archives, contracts between or-
dinary citizens, as well as public and private
documents among others, have been excavated
and put to use, and the abundant research pro-
duced based upon these materials has changed

*83 Translation Note: Ming Gong Shu Pan Qingming Ji 名
公书判清明集 could be translated as something like
the “Well-ordered collection of verdicts by notewor-
thy officials,” sometimes also rendered in English as
a “Collection of Enlightened Judgements by Famous
Officials.” Qingming 清明 does not refer here to the
tomb-sweeping festival of the same name; rather it is an
old term used to describe the just, uncorrupted, sober,
and calm disposition needed to govern in a fair manner.
Although published in 1987, it was originally a docu-
ment dating back to the Southern Song (1127–1279),
and the author of the document remains unknown. For
more information, see: Pierre-Étienne Will, Handbooks
and Anthologies for Officials in Imperial China, Vol-
ume 1, Leiden, 2020, p. 686. <https://doi.org/10.1163/
9789004416208>.

51 Ming Gong Shu Pan Qingming Ji, Zhonghua Book Com-
pany, 1987. The punctuated and annotated publication
of this book can be considered a significant event in
20th-century research on the history of the Chinese le-
gal system, with a far-reaching impact. Another notable
mention is the two-volume Compilation and Interpretation
of Historical Contracts [lidai qiyue kaoshi huibian历代契
约考释汇编] edited by ZHANG Chuanxi (张传玺), Peking
University Press, 1995.

https://www.hkmu.edu.hk/tc/admissions/course-info/chin-a281c/,
https://www.hkmu.edu.hk/tc/admissions/course-info/chin-a281c/,
http://www.tacl.tsinghua.edu.cn/,
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004416208
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004416208
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people’s understanding of history and the ways
in which they understand it.52

The exploration of historical archives is
closely related to the rise of socio-economic
history. In fact, they both reflect the same in-
tellectual interests and are outcomes of the same
paradigm shift in knowledge. To understand and
explain society’s material conditions, economic

52 Among related research on socio-economic history, the
studies on Ming and Qing contracts in Fujian by Fu Yil-
ing (傅衣凌) are particularly noteworthy. See FU Yiling,
Rural Society and Economy in the Ming and QingDy-
nasties [Mingqing nongcun shehui jingji明清农村社会
经济] Joint Publishing, 1961, among others. Among Fu
Yiling’s students, the research done by Yang Guozhen
(杨国桢), Zheng Zhenman (郑振满), and Chen Zhip-
ing (陈支平) is also worth noting. See YANG Guozhen,
Research on Land Contracts in the Ming and Qing Dy-
nasties [Mingqing tudi qiyue wenshu yanjiu明清土地契
约文书研究], People’s Publishing House, 1988; ZHENG
Zhenman, Family Organizations and Social Changes in
Fujian during the Ming and Qing Dynasties [Mingqing
Fujian jiazu zuzhi yu shehui bianqian 明清福建家族组
织与社会变迁], Hunan Education Press, 1992; CHEN
Zhiping, Family Society and Culture in Fujian over the
Past 500 Years [Jin 500 bainian lai Fujian de jiazu shehui
yu wenhua近 500 百年来福建的家族社会与文化], Joint
Publishing (Shanghai), 1991. For regional economic
studies, see: YE Xian’en (叶显恩) (ed.), Research on
Regional Socio-Economics in the Qing Dynasty [Qing-
dai quyu shehui jingji yanjiu 清代区域社会经济研究],
Zhonghua Book Company, 1992; TAN Dihua (谭棣华),
Sandy Fields in the Pearl River Delta during the Qing
Dynasty [Qingdai zhujiang sanjiaozhou de shatian清
代珠江三角洲的沙田], Guangdong People’s Publishing
House, 1993, etc. Research on the socio-economics of
Huizhou is also quite notable, see: YE Xian’en, Rural
Society and Tenant-Servant System in Huizhou during
the Ming and Qing Dynasties [Mingqing Huizhou nong-
cun shehui yu dian pu zhi明清徽州农村社会与佃仆制],
Anhui People’s Publishing House, 1983; ZHANG Youyi
(章有义), Research on Land Relations in the Ming and
Qing Dynasties [Mingqing tudi guanxi yanjiu明清土地
关系研究], China Social Sciences Press, 1984; relevant
collections on historical materials include Compilation of
Socio-Economic Materials on Huizhou in the Ming and Qing
Dynasties [Mingqing Huizhou shehui jingji ziliao cong-
bian明清徽州社会经济资料丛编] Volumes 1 and 2, China
Social Sciences Press, 1988/1990; AMillennium [worth of]
Huizhou Contract Documents [Huizhou qiannian qiyue
wenshu徽州千年契约文书], Huashan Literature and Art
Publishing House. For materials on tablet inscriptions,
see: LI Hua (李华) (ed.), Selected Inscriptions from Bei-
jing’s Commercial and Industrial Guilds since the Ming
and Qing Dynasties [Mingqing yilai Beijing gongshang
huiguan beike xuanbian明清以来北京工商会馆碑刻选编],
Cultural Relics Press, 1980; Selected Collection of Shanghai
Inscriptions [Shanghai beike ziliao xuanji上海碑刻资料
选集], Shanghai People’s Publishing House, 1980; Collec-
tion of Suzhou Commercial and Industrial Inscriptions from
the Ming and Qing Dynasties [Mingqing Suzhou gong-
shang ye beike ji明清苏州工商业碑刻集], Jiangsu People’s
Publishing House, 1981, etc. For materials on commer-
cial and industrial guilds, see: PENG Zeyi (彭泽益) (ed.),
Historical Materials on Chinese Commercial and Indus-
trial Guilds[Zhongguo gongshang hanghui shi liao ji中
国工商行会史料集] (Volumes 1 and 2), Zhonghua Book
Company, 1995. In addition, research on commercial

circumstances, and social class relations, etc., it is
necessary to discover and utilize new historical
materials. Among these, government archives,
which were previously disregarded by historians,
or difficult for ordinary people to access, are of
irreplaceable importance.53 In recent years, with
the increase in academic exchanges in China and
abroad, the opening up of local archives, and the
academic transformation that accompanies social
change, the importance of archives in historical
research has only increased. In particular, the
compilation and utilization of local government
archives have been highly valued by scholars.54

organizations during the late Qing and early Republican
periods, primarily based on commercial archives from
Tianjin and Suzhou, has also achieved notable results.
See the studies by ZHU Ying (朱英), MAMin (马敏), YU
Heping (虞和平), among others. Social history research
also contains many aspects related to legal history, such
as FENG Erkang (冯尔康), Chinese Clan Society [Zhong-
guo zongzu shehui 中国宗族社会], Zhejiang People’s
Publishing House, 1994; GUO Runtao (郭润涛), Govern-
ment, Private Advisors, and Scholars [Guanfu muyou
yu shusheng官府、幕友与书生], China Social Sciences
Press, 1996; LIU Qiugen (刘秋根), Usury Capital in the
Ming and Qing Dynasties [Mingqing gaolidai ziben明
清高利贷资本], Social Sciences Academic Press, 2000;
ZHAO Xiuling (赵秀玲), The Village System in China
[Zhongguo xiangli zhidu中国乡里制度], Social Sciences
Academic Press, 2002; FEI Chengkang (费成康), Family
Rules and Clan Regulations in China [Zhongguo de jia-
fa zugui中国的家法族规], Shanghai Academy of Social
Sciences Press, 1998; GUO Songyi (郭松义), Ethics and
Life [Lunli yu shenghuo伦理与生活], Commercial Press,
2000. Naturally, what is mentioned here is only a very
small part of the related research.

53 Earlier compiling of archival materials includesMaterials
on Urban and Rural People’s Resistance Struggles During the
Kangxi, Yongzheng, andQianlong Periods [Kang YongQian
shiqi chengxiang renmin fankang douzheng ziliao康雍
乾时期城乡人民反抗斗争资料], Zhonghua Book Company,
1979; Mining in the Qing Dynasty [Qingdai de kuangye
清代的矿业], Zhonghua Book Company, 1983; Forms of
Land Rent Exploitation in the Qing Dynasty [Qingdai dizu
boxue xingtai清代地租剥削形态], Zhonghua Book Com-
pany, 1988; LandOwnership Relations and Tenant Resistance
Struggles during the Qing Dynasty [Qingdai tudi zhanyou
guanxi yu diannong kangzu douzheng清代土地占有关
系与佃农抗租斗争], Zhonghua Book Company, 1988, etc.
Although academic interests have shifted today, these
early compiled archives still retain their value.

54 Regarding the early use of Shuntian Prefecture archives
in research on the history of the legal system, seeZHENG
Qin (郑秦): Research on the Judicial Trial System of the
Qing Dynasty [Qingdai sifa shenpan zhidu yanjiu清代
司法审判制度研究], Hunan Education Press, 1988). The
opening, compilation, and utilization of the Ba County
[Baxian巴县] archives in Sichuan have been particularly
noteworthy in recent years. See Compilation of Qing Dy-
nasty BaxianArchives [Qingdai baxian dang’an huibian清
代巴县档案汇编], Archives Press. For Sichuan salt indus-
try archives, see Selected Archives of Zigong Salt Industry
Contracts [Zigong yanye qiyue dang’an xuanji自贡盐业
契约档案选辑], China Social Sciences Press, 1985. For
research and utilization of Ba County, Sichuan, Beijing
Baodi [北京宝坻], and Taiwan Tamsui–Hsinchu archives
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The use of archives is quite common in
the study of Ming and Qing history, especially
in Qing historical research. In fact, there is
significant overlap between social history, socio-
economic history, regional economic history, and
the study of Ming and Qing history. These
disciplines all place considerable emphasis on
utilizing archival materials. In other words, tra-
ditional research on Ming and Qing history has
absorbed substantial nourishment from the other
emerging disciplines mentioned above, resulting
in a completely new form. These neighbouring
disciplines, in turn, have improved our under-
standing of the legal system and social conditions
of that time period. However, fully integrating
relevant research outcomes in terms of research
on the history of the legal system within legal
studies will still take some time.

In some regards, research on the history of
the legal system within legal studies and the tra-
dition of the history of the legal system within
historiography belong to the same paradigm.
While the former’s legal concepts come from the
“general theory of law,” its historical perspective
originates from “Marxist historiography,” and
both ultimately converge with Marxist ideolog-
ical perspectives. Beyond this, the relationship
between the two becomes more complex. Gener-
ally speaking, the mainstream of the history of
the Chinese legal system is within legal studies
rather than historiography, as the latter’s studies
on the history of the legal system not only are few
in number and lacking in systematicity but also,
due to disciplinary structures, cannot claim the
influence of the former. The problem is that this
situation does not align with the actual academic
significance of research on the history of the le-
gal systemwithin historiography. To address this
problem, it is necessary to rely on communica-
tion and cooperation between disciplines, and on
the integration of perspectives from different dis-
ciplines. However, the current situation in this
regard is still unsatisfactory.

It should be stated that in the field of legal
history research, there has been a long-standing
exchange and cooperation between legal stud-
ies and historical studies. For example, projects
focused on the collation and interpretation of
bamboo and wooden slips and silk manuscripts,
which are often led by philologists and historians,
may involve participation from legal historians.
Additionally, the discovery of certain ancient ma-
terials could have significant implications for

by overseas scholars (including Taiwanese scholars), see
below.

legal research in relevant areas, such as the im-
pact of the bamboo slips unearthed from the
Shuihudi Qin tomb* 84 on the study of Qin laws.
Furthermore, discussions on the early develop-
ment of lawmay reference archaeological reports
or oracle bone studies; discussions of the laws
of the Qin and Han dynasties are corroborated
by Jiandu and silk manuscripts; investigations
into the Tang and Song periods may draw from
legal documents discovered in Dunhuang and
Turpan, as well as the Ming Gong Shu Pan Qing-
ming Ji; and studies involving Ming and Qing
society and law may integrate relevant research
in social and economic history. These circum-
stances are not uncommon. However, despite
efforts to incorporate historical research, whether
directly or indirectly related, into the field of legal
history, systematic utilization of such research
is either still in its early stages or has not yet be-
gun in many potential areas. More importantly,
even in works that have been relatively success-
ful in absorbing the results of historical research,
there has been no reflection on or breakthrough
in methodology and paradigms. Merely expand-
ing the scope of materials and broadening the
research field, despite this type of development
being worthy of recognition, has rather limited
theoretical significance.55

*84 Translation Note: Chinese “Shuihudi qinmu睡虎地秦墓”.
“Shuihudi” is the name given to a Qin era tomb that
was discovered in 1975 near Yunmeng (云梦) county in
present day Hubei (湖北) province. Inside the tomb,
a whole host of bamboo slips were uncovered, which
contain records of Qin-era laws and other public docu-
ments recorded upon them. This collection is sometimes
referred to as the Yunmeng Qin bamboo texts. For
more information, see: Anthony F.P Hulsewé, Remnants
of Ch’in Law, Leiden, 2021. <https://doi.org/10.1163/
9789004490994>.

55 The study of Chinese civil law history is one such exam-
ple. Research on so-called civil law history has been
a noteworthy development in the history of the Chi-
nese legal system over the past decade. Comparatively
speaking, this field has incorporated more achievements
from the study of history than other branches of re-
search on the history of the Chinese legal system. From
the earlier Ancient Chinese Civil Law [Zhongguo gudai
minfa中国古代民法] by LI Zhimin (李志敏), Law Press,
1988; to the relatively more recent two volumes of Chi-
nese Civil Law History [Zhongguo minfa shi 中国民法
史], one edited by YE Xiaoxin (叶孝信) and published
by Shanghai People’s Publishing House, 1993; and the
other co-authored by KONG Qingming (孔庆明) et al.
and published by Jilin People’s Publishing House, 1996;
the development within this research field is evident.
However, these works, in terms of paradigm, may be
said to be completely devoid of any innovation. I have
no intention of requiring the authors of these works to
do something they do not intend on doing, but it may be
pointed out that this is not only a field of research which,
comparatively speaking, relies more heavily upon other
disciplines, but also one that is clearly in need of reflec-
tion upon its paradigm.

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004490994
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004490994
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The history of the Chinese legal system may
not be mainstream in the field of historical stud-
ies, but it is still not the non-mainstream research
mentioned earlier. After all, the mainstream in
both legal studies and in historical studies shares
the same paradigm, and in this sense, the two
types of traditions in the history of legal systems
that were mentioned above belong to the same
mainstream. Here, mainstream has at least three
meanings. First, it implies that it has the most
resources at its disposal; second, the mainstream
possesses legitimacy; and third, because of the
previous two points, the paradigm that it em-
bodies and represents must occupy a dominant
position. In these respects, the textbook-centred
model of legal history writing that was described
earlier should undoubtedly be considered main-
stream. Conversely, non-mainstream research of
legal history may be on the periphery in these
respects or even diverge from the established
paradigms.

From the mainstream to the non-mainstream,
between them is a broad spectrum. Even within
the same paradigm, there is a distinction between
the centre and the periphery. If the core of this
paradigm can be represented by textbooks, then
more personalized writings may stray away from
the centre. The periphery would include a sub-
stantial number of studies of dynastic history,
historical research on branches of law, studies on
individuals, texts, and specific topics, doctoral
dissertations, commentary, among others, which
are not lacking in innovative attempts. However,
overall, these new attempts mainly manifest as
efforts to “fill in the blanks,” that is, to fill in the
gaps left by predecessors in the flat landscape
of legal history research, which lacks innovation
in research methods, reflection on theories, and
paradigms. Therefore, although these efforts are
more diverse in style, and also more open, they
can still be accommodated within the existing
paradigm. In fact, many of them can be classified
as broad textbooks, while some other studies,
which may go further in their research, lack the
systematic and theoretical depth to develop new
paradigms, or even to guide comprehensive and
in-depth reflection on the paradigm itself.56 Non-

56 It should be said that within the field of research on the
history of the Chinese legal system, there has never been
a lack of attempts at innovation. However, in most cases,
such innovative efforts have focused more on specific
concepts, wordings, or the structural format of works,
while there has been relatively little in-depth reflection
on methodology and paradigms. Examples of this can
be seen in works such asWU Shuchen (武树臣) et al., Tra-
ditional Chinese Legal Culture [Zhongguo chuantong
falü wenhua中国传统法律文化], Peking University Press,
1994; and HE Qinhua (何勤华), History of Chinese Legal

mainstream research that consciously breaks
through the established paradigm andwhich has
reached a particular level of accumulation, both
in terms of quality and quantity, accordingly pro-
vides a certain exemplary significance, and this
can be represented by Liang Zhiping’s compara-
tive research on legal culture.* 85

In a series of articles written since 1985, Liang
Zhiping has advocated for and put into prac-
tice his view of legal culture, which he called
“[…] using culture to elucidate law, and using
law to elucidate culture.”57 In his book review
of Qu Tongzu’s Law and Society in Traditional
China, Liang praised Qu’s attempt to integrate
law into society and culture and also his compar-
ative research method, believing that this “[…]
holistic [and] comparative study of culture is
the only way to explore the spirit of ancient Chi-
nese law.”58 Two years later, Liang completed
his book Searching for Harmony in the Natural Or-
der: A Study of the Legal Tradition of China from a
Cultural Perspective,* 86 which can be viewed as
a development of Qu’s work. However, Liang
is not a sociologist, nor does he intend to limit
himself to a specific field or research tradition.
In particular, he grew up in a different era and

Studies [Zhongguo faxue shi 中国法学史], Law Press,
2000, among others. These works can be categorized un-
der what this article refers to as broadly defined teaching
materials. For related research overviews and reflections
and prospects on the development of the discipline, see
WANG Zhiqiang (王志强), A Retrospective and Prospec-
tive View on the Research Orientation of Chinese Legal
Historiography [Zhongguo falü shi yanjiu quxiang de
huigu yu qianzhan 中国法律史研究取向的回顾与前瞻],
in: Chinese and Western Legal Traditions [Zhongxi falü
chuantong中西法律传统], Vol. 2, CUPL Press, 2002. For
even more reflective works and works on the margin of
the paradigm, see XU Zhongming (徐忠明), Reflections
and Criticisms [sikao yu piping思考与批评], Law Press,
2000. A recently published critical anthology also exam-
ines prevailing researchmethodologies; seeNI Zhengmao
(倪正茂) et al., Criticism and Reconstruction [Pipan yu
chongjian批判与重建], Law Press, 2002.

*85 Translation Note: Here, the author of the original article,
Liang Zhiping, is writing in the third person.

57 Most of these articles were collected in the 1992 anthol-
ogy Distinguishing Law [Fa Bian法辨], Guizhou People’s
Publishing House. Among them, the first essay, “Com-
parative Law and Comparative Culture [Bijiao fa yu
bijiao wenhua比较法与比较文化],” and the seventh es-
say, “Distinguishing ‘Law’,” most clearly articulate the
author’s position on the study of legal culture.

58 Liang Zhiping, Societal Status and Ethical Law [shenfen
shehui yu lunli falü 身份社会与伦理法律], included in:
Distinguishing Law.

* 86 Translation Note: Chinese “Xunqiu ziran zhixu zhong de
hexie: Zhongguo chuantong falü wenhua yanjiu寻求自
然秩序中的和谐：中国传统法律文化研究.”
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wrote with a specific impulse, which makes his
work quite different from that of Qu.59

Dissatisfied with the universalist and scientis-
tic tendencies within the modern model of legal
history narration, Liang refused to apply popular
historical periodization or legal classifications to
historicalwriting, andhewas evenmore opposed
to making doctrinal deliberations on history. In
his view, the development of human history does
not follow a single pattern. Consequently, apply-
ing any universal model could lead to serious
distortions and misunderstandings of history.
The introduction of cultural concepts helps to
go beyond the popularity of universalism. Law
is a part of a specific society and culture; culture
comes in different types, and accordingly, law
can also be categorized into different types, each
with its own spirit and character.

As an author, Liang emphasizes the early ex-
periences of human society, believing that they
have an extremely profound influence on the for-
mation of cultural patterns. For this reason, he
traces the origins of the Chinese legal tradition
as starting from the “Three Dynasties”* 87 rather
than from the Pre-Qin period.* 88 Another char-
acteristic of Liang’s work is that he pays attention
to and is adept at using the subtle meanings of
existingwords and concepts as an important gate-
way into historical contexts. By differentiating
and analysing the meanings of ancient and mod-
ern concepts and categorizations, Liang attempts
to reveal the typological characteristics of tradi-
tional Chinese law, which, in his view, cannot be
seen on the surface of the institutes or actions
but must instead be sought in their underlying

59 For details on his academic background and intellectual
journey, see LIANG Zhiping, Thinking on the Margins
[Zai bianyuan chu sikao在边缘处思考], in: Discussion of
Academic Thought [Xueshu sixiang pinglun学术思想评
论], Vol. 3, 1998. For a critique of Searching for Harmony
in the Natural Order [Xunqiu ziran zhixu zhong de hexie
寻求自然秩序中的和谐], see XU Zhongming, Distinction
and Explanation: A Typological Study of Traditional
Chinese Legal Culture and Its Limitations [Bianbie yu
jieshi: Zhongguo chuantong falü wenhua de leixing yan-
jiu jiqi juxian辨别与解释：中国传统法律文化的类型研究
及其局限], in: XU Zhongming, Reflections and Criticisms,
2002.

*87 Translation Note: The Chinese term San dai三代 refers to
the earliest three dynasties in China, the Xia, the Shang,
and the Zhou, which for the most part lay outside the
period of systemized recorded history.

*88 Translation Note: The Chinese term Xianqin先秦, which
might be understood as being any time prior to the Qin
dynasty (i. e. before 221 BCE), actually more commonly
refers to the Spring and Autumn period [Chunqiu shidai
春秋时代, 770 BCE- 480 BCE], as well as the Warring
States period [Zhanguo shidai 战国时代, c. 475 BCE –
221 BCE].

“foundations”. Those so-called foundations are
the meaning.

Emphasizing “meaning” impliesmore closely
adopting the position and viewpoint of one of
the “parties”, as meaning arises from the actors
themselves. However, the “meaning” ultimately
expressed and written into history often comes
from outside observers. At this point, the appro-
priate task of observers is to immerse themselves
as much as possible in the historical context and
to understand history through “sympathetic un-
derstanding”. In other words, the historian’s
task is to understand and interpret history, rather
than to discover laws. According to Liang’s own
words, his interest in history developed from re-
flecting on contemporary issues. If he considers
history to be useful, then the utility of history
still lies in understanding. This understanding
of history makes Liang’s work quite reflective.60

A few years later in another work, Custom-
ary Law in the Qing Dynasty: Society and State,* 89
Liang shifted the focus of discussion from spe-
cific cultural types of law to the laws in everyday
life. Here, great tradition gives way to little tra-
dition, and the law is observed and understood
more from the bottom up. Socio-economic as-
pects also increased significantly. The issues of
concern changed, and accordingly, adjustments
weremade to the researchmethods andmaterials
used. However, the interpretative stance remains
unchanged, as does the prudent and reflective
attitude towards the use of modern concepts and
categorizations in historical research.61 These
characteristics clearly set the research apart from
the mainstream paradigm.62

60 See LIANG Zhiping, A Cultural Interpretation of Law
[Falü de wenhuajieshi法律的文化解释], in: LIANG Zhip-
ing, A Cultural Interpretation of Law, Joint Publishing,
1994/1998 (revised edition). For related discussion, see
ZHU Suli (朱苏力), An Evaluation of Typological Re-
search on Legal Culture [Falü wenhua leixing xue yanjiu
de yige pingjia法律文化类型学研究的一个评价], in: Dis-
cussion of Academic Thought, Vol. 2, 1997; and QIU
Pengsheng (邱澎生): ‘Legal Culture’ and Its Utility for
Legal History Research [‘Falü wenhua’ dui falü shi yan-
jiu de xiaoyong ‘法律文化’对法律史研究的效用], in: New
History [Xin shixue新史学], Vol. 10, No. 2, 1999.

*89 Translation Note: Chinese “Qingdai xiguan fa: shehui yu
guojia清代习惯法：社会与国家.”

61 See LIANGZhiping, Customary Law in theQingDynasty:
Society and the State, CUPL Press, 1996. For related
discussion, see XU Zhongming, The Interaction Between
Society and the State Through Qing-era Customary Law
[Cong qingdai xiguan fa kan shehui yu guojia de hudong
guanxi 从清代习惯法看社会与国家的互动关系], in: XU
Zhongming, Reflections and Criticisms.

62 It should be noted that Liang Zhiping’s academic efforts
are not limited to the aforementioned publications. To
fully understand the significance and impact of these
efforts, one must also consider the academic initiatives
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The resources available for marginalized and
non-mainstream research are considerably lim-
ited, but their influence can be quite far-reaching.
The existence of such influence is not only re-
lated to the quality of the particular research
but also indicates the demand and recognition
of academic endeavours that are different from
the mainstream paradigm. As mentioned earlier,
there is a wide spectrum between mainstream
and non-mainstream research, and studies com-
pletely outside the mainstream paradigm may
first impact the most marginal parts of the main-
stream, gradually expanding their influence into
mainstream research. Naturally, the process and
significance of this influence are complex, and
due to citation conventions, such influence is un-
likely to be directly visible at the heart of the
paradigm. Nevertheless, evidence of such influ-
ence is by no means lacking.

A newly published and rather authoritative
textbook mentions the latest developments in
research on the history of the legal system, in-
cluding studies on “traditional legal culture and
comparative legal culture,” the discovery and
compiling of “rare legal historical materials,” re-
search on the history of the legal systems of
ethnic minorities, and various thematic studies,
etc.63 The book also highlights several impor-
tant factors that readers need to consider in
research on the history of the legal system, such
as philosophy, religion, values, customs, judicial
precedents, rules of a family or other such com-
munity, as well as village rules and conventions,
etc.64 Clearly, the author intends to present a
new image in this new edition of the textbook.
However, this “new image” is essentially limited
to the “introduction” section, and it is not related
to the main body of the textbook. For the same
reason, the pursuit of new ideas did not lead to
any breakthrough but instead has led to incon-
sistency and even confusion in some points of
view. For example, on one hand, the author fol-
lows the tradition of quoting Marx and Engels,

he has promoted, such as the activities of the “Centre
for Legal Culture Studies [Falü wenhua yanjiu zhongxin
法律文化研究中心]” which he led from 1995 to 1998, as
well as the ongoing publication of the Legal Culture
Research Series [Falü wenhua yanjiu wen法律文化研究
文丛], which he edits.

63 See ZENG Xianyi (ed.), History of the Chinese Legal
System, p. 12.

64 See the book cited above, pp. 3–4, 13–16. The emphasis
on the “cultural” factorswithin law, aswell as the various
studies labelled as “legal culture,” is not only “new” but
has also primarily developed outside of the mainstream.
Today, “legal culture” is both a universally recognized
field of research and a label that can be used to “show
innovation”.

affirming the guiding scientific role of “dialecti-
cal materialism and historical materialism.” On
the other hand, the author almost definitively
states that “[…] legal systems are products of cer-
tain social and cultural conditions” and that “[…]
legal system(s) in Chinese history were formed
and developed against the backdrop of several
thousand years of Chinese culture”. Therefore,
special emphasis was placed on the importance
of “[…] understanding and grasping the social
ideology behind these specific legal forms.”65
Again, on one hand, the author adheres to a uni-
versalist view of human history, following the
practice of classifying legal types and their evo-
lution according to social classes.66 On the other
hand, the author also states that “[…] different
civilizations and their cultures have created dif-
ferent legal systems.”67 Under the superficial
presentation of such a simple list of assertions
and propositions of different origins, one can
easily conclude that the author does not really
understand their meanings or their interrelation-
ships, and that the author does not realize the
inherent tensions and conflicts between them.
Integrating these different propositions and ele-
ments requires innovation and going beyond the
existing paradigms. However, this is not the in-
tention of the textbook’s authors, nor is it within
their capabilities.

Any paradigm inherently possesses “clo-
sure”; without it, a knowledge community

65 Ibid., p.13. It is worth noting that these quotations appear
in the first paragraph under the subheading “Several Is-
sues That Should Be Emphasized When Studying and
Researching the History of the Chinese Legal System,”
and they are followed directly by the sentence “in accor-
dance with the basic principles of Marxism,” thereby
serving the function as an outline and a guide. In
fact, this passage which emphasizes social culture and
thought is not only described as a “basic principle of
Marxism” but is also placed before “Marxism as a sci-
entific theory,” which is regarded as the correct guiding
ideology for the study of the history of the Chinese legal
system. For details, see p. 13. [Translation Note: ZENG
Xianyi (supra note 63), p. 13.]

66 Interestingly, the chapters and sectionswithin this book’s
table of contents are organized entirely by the chrono-
logical sequence of dynasties, and terms such as “legal
system of slave-societies” or “legal system of feudal
societies” do not appear. Moreover, in the “Introduc-
tion”, the author divides the 4,000-year history of the
Chinese legal system into three stages: “Early Chinese
Law (the Era of Customary Law),” “Ancient Law af-
ter the Warring States Period (the Era of Feudal-society
Law),” and “Modern and Contemporary Law.” Else-
where, however, it is clarified that the “early Chinese
law” corresponds to what is “commonly referred to as
the laws of a slave-society.” Ibid., p. 4. This ambiguous
attitude is thought-provoking. [Translation Note: ZENG
Xianyi (supra note 63), p. 4.]

67 Ibid., p. 16. [Translation Note: ZENG Xianyi (supra note
63), p. 16.]
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cannot form, and conventional knowledge is
challenging to accumulate and gradually de-
velop. In this regard, paradigms are necessary
but also unavoidable. However, the differences
between paradigms are not irrelevant, and the
same paradigm may have different meanings in
different historical periods. Although the main-
stream paradigm that is centred on textbooks is
not yet in danger of running out of resources, it
has long been faced with a crisis in normative
significance. This is partly because it is already
sufficiently mature but also because of the nature
of this particular paradigm, which extremely in-
hibits reflection. The refusal to reflect has led
to the dogmatization of theory, inhibiting the
researchers’ theoretical interests, and also hin-
dering their intellectual capacity.

VI.

In terms of scale, Taiwan’s research on the his-
tory of the Chinese legal system cannot possibly
compare to the development inmainlandChina’s
legal history field over the past two decades. In
terms of paradigms, it lacks a rigid system with
a clear definition, such as the “Marxist based
history of the Chinese legal system.” However,
this relatively limited yet resource-concentrated
research field in Taiwan does include several
different traditions. Some of these are clearly con-
tinuations of the traditions in legal history prior
to 1949, while others havemore local origins. The
spatial distribution and temporal succession of
these different traditions also bear traces of the
impact of ideological changes.

Retaining the name “History of the Chinese
legal system” and including it in legal studies
curricula and even as one of the judicial examina-
tion subjects68 is largely a tradition dating back
to the 1930s and 1940s. Therefore, it should come
as no surprise that textbooks on the history of
the Chinese legal system from the 1970s still bear
the style of the Yang Honglie and Chen Guyuan
era. In fact, among the popular textbooks of
the 1970s was Chen Guyuan’s Outline of the His-
tory of the Chinese Legal System (1964), written
30 years after his earlier work History of the Chi-
nese Legal System was published. The new work
was more refined than the older one, but it re-
tained the same style.69 Other textbooks from
this period, such as Lin Yongrong’s History of

68 The practice of classifying the history of theChinese legal
system as a subject in judicial examinations persisted at
least until the early 1970s.

69 See CHEN Guyuan,Outline of the History of the Chinese
Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi shi gaiyao 中国法制史
概要], Sanmin Book Co., 1977.

the Chinese Legal System or Zhang Jinjian’s Out-
line of the History of the Chinese Legal System, even
though they differed in chapter structure, selec-
tion of material etc., still all stemmed from the
traditions of the 1930s and 1940s, belonging to
the same model of historical narration.70 A note-
worthy textbook from this period was History of
the Chinese Legal System written by Professor Dai
Yanhui* 90 of the College of Law at National Tai-
wan University. On the surface, the author Dai
also follows a chronological order and arranges
historical materials according to the modern le-
gal code system. However, in reality, his work
is not only uniquely innovative in its formal ar-
rangement; also its content and perspective come
with remarkably distinctive aspects.

A close examination ofDai’swork reveals that
it is clearly the product of a legal scholar. This
is not merely because the author skilfully em-
ploys modern legal theories and classifications,
thoroughly integrating them into the text, but
because he adopts a method akin to codification
in writing legal history. The book is divided into
five parts: the history of legal sources, criminal
law history, litigation law history, history of sta-
tus law, and property law history. Each part is
further subdivided into chapters, sections, and
items, with content presented in a clear and con-
cise manner. The sections are numbered for easy
cross-referencing within the text, totalling 578
articles. Naturally, Dai is not only a legal scholar
but also a historian, and a legal historian with a
sociological perspective at that. His decision to
include separate sections on the histories of sta-
tus law and property law, which together occupy
nearly half of the book, is particularly notewor-
thy. Even more important is that the discussions
in these two sections are often based on research
into official archives and folk customs,71 a rare
approach at the time, but one in fact having deep
roots. Beforewriting and publishingHistory of the
Chinese Legal System, Dai had been engaged in the
study of civil law history, where he arranged and
utilized materials, including the renowned “Tan-
Hsin Archives,”72 and the Taiwan Old Customs

70 See LIN Yongrong (林咏榮), History of the Chinese Legal
System [Zhongguo fazhi shi中国法制史], Taipei, 1976;
and ZHANG Jinjian (张金鉴), An Outline of the History
of the Chinese Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi shi gaiyao
中国法制史概要], Zhengzhong Book Co., 1973.

*90 Translation Note: Dai Yanhui (戴炎輝), 1908–1992. Chi-
nese “Zhongguo fazhi shi中国法制史.”

71 See DAI Yanhui, History of the Chinese Legal System
[Zhongguo fazhi shi 中国法制史], Sanmin Book Co.,
1966/1979.

72 Namely, the official archives of the Taiwanese local gov-
ernment offices of both Tamsui Ting [danshui ting淡水
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Survey* 91 from the Japanese occupation period
in Taiwan.

Published in the same year as the third edi-
tion of hisHistory of the Chinese Legal System, Dai’s
Rural Governance in Qing Dynasty Taiwan* 92 com-
piles eight essays he wrote between the 1940s
and 1970s, along with three survey reports and
one specialized article. The contents touch upon
various aspects of rural Taiwan during the Qing
Dynasty, including its form, organization, social
and economic background, daily management,
regulations, land system, and the relationship
between local officials and rural organizations.
This work is a significant study of Qing Dynasty
Taiwan’s society and legal system.73 The author,
Dai, extensively used official archives, public and
private documents, old custom surveys, provin-
cial regulations, and county records, in addition
to general Qing legal codes and political docu-
ments. His approach and perspective were quite
different from the conventional legal history stud-
ies we are accustomed to seeing. In terms of
academic orientation, Dai’s approach was closer
to Qu Tongzu’s “Legal Social History”. In fact,
Rural Governance in Qing Dynasty Taiwan* 93 can
be seen as being comparable to Qu’s Local Gov-
ernment in China under the Ch’ing.74 However,

廰] andHsinchu County [Xinzhu xian新竹县] in Taiwan.
These archives were systematically organized, classified,
and numbered by Dai, and have become important his-
torical sources for the study of the local judiciary and
administration as well as the social and economic con-
ditions in Qing-era Taiwan. [Translation Note: “Danxin
dang’an淡新档案” would normally be rendered as “Dan
Xin” under the pinyin system, but as this is dealing with
content from Taiwan which still uses some older roman-
ization systems, the records are more commonly known
under “Tan-Hsin” in English. The “Tan-Hsin” referred
to in the records are understood to be Tamsui [danshui
淡水] and Hsinchu [xinzhu新竹], which were two of the
earliest administrative areas in Taiwan under the control
of the Qing. Despite not being contained in the name;
the archive also contains some administrative and judi-
cial documents from Taipei prefecture, in addition to the
aforementioned two prefectures. For more info, please
see the National Taiwan University－ Tan-Hsin Archive,
available online <https://dl.lib.ntu.edu.tw/s/Tan-Hsin,
> found at: <https://across.archives.gov.tw/naahyint/
intro_eng.jsp?id=DB3160&tabid=20,> last accessed 18
May 2026.]

*91 Translation Note: Chinese “Taiwan jiu xiguan diaocha台
湾旧惯调查.”

*92 Translation Note: Chinese “Qingdai Taiwan zhi xiangzhi
清代台湾之乡治.”

73 See DAI Yanhui, Rural Governance in Qing-era Taiwan
[Qingdai Taiwan zhi xiangzhi清代台湾之乡治], Linking
Publishing Company, 1979/1984.

*93 Translation Note: Chinese “Qingdai Taiwan de xiangzhi
清代台湾的乡治.”

74 The eighth volume of Dai’s work, “The Organization and
Operation of Local Government,” is directly related to

although Dai also wrote a comprehensive history
of the Chinese legal system, he did not intend
to delve as deeply into the fundamental spirit of
traditional law as Qu did. As a legal scholar,
Dai’s method of handling historical materials
was evidently different from Qu’s; as a sociol-
ogist, compared with Qu, Dai focused more on
empirical materials. This focus partly stemmed
from his interest in the history of “local society”
rather than in “macro-history,”* 94 and the society
that Dai aimed to understand was limited to the
“local society” that he had himself experienced.75
It could be said that within the study on the his-
tory of the Chinese legal system in Taiwan, Dai
Yan-hui represents another tradition, a tradition
with a more localized significance.76

Generally speaking, there are two major
aspects that influence the development of an aca-
demic discipline: The first aspect is related to
the discipline itself and includes the already es-
tablished academic traditions, the quality of the
professionals involved, the available resources,
the mutual influence among disciplines etc. The
second aspect is related to society, encompassing
public preferences, contemporary trends, social
changes, political reforms etc., all of which can
become variables influencing academic develop-
ment. The study and development of the history
of the Chinese legal system in Taiwan can be ob-
served from these two perspectives.

As we see in typical textbooks, the main-
stream study of the history of the legal system
follows traditional trajectories, maintaining not
only the old nomenclature but also the issues
under investigation and the methods used etc.,
all largely remain within the traditional scope.

Qu’s work. See CHU T’ung-tsu (瞿同祖), Local Govern-
ment inChina under theCh’ing [Qingdai difang zhengfu
清代地方政府.], Harvard University Press, 1962. This
book has not yet been fully translated into Chinese, but
selected translations are included in: Collected Legal
Studies Writings of Qu Tongzu.

*94 Translation Note: Could also be translated as “big his-
tory”, which rather resonates in Western terminology.
In this context though, it is a reference to a particular
work by the historian Ray Huang (Huang Renyu (黃
仁宇)), where his use of the term became rendered in
English as macro-history. For more information, see:
Ray Huang. China: A Macro History (2nd ed.). London,
1997. <https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315705835>.

75 This refers specifically to the scholarly interests reflected
in the book Rural Governance in Qing Taiwan [Qingdai
Taiwan de xiangzhi清代台湾的乡治].

76 Although Dai Yanhui can be regarded as one of the pi-
oneers of indigenous research in Taiwan, he remains a
scholar of the history of the Chinese legal system. At the
very least, the way in which he considers issues differs
from the position taken by later scholars of the “History
of the Taiwanese legal system.”

https://dl.lib.ntu.edu.tw/s/Tan-Hsin,
https://dl.lib.ntu.edu.tw/s/Tan-Hsin,
https://across.archives.gov.tw/naahyint/intro_eng.jsp?id=DB3160&tabid=20,
https://across.archives.gov.tw/naahyint/intro_eng.jsp?id=DB3160&tabid=20,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315705835
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Although recent years have seen shifts in aca-
demic trends leading to changes in the focus
of research on the history of the legal system,
the introduction of new perspectives, and an
increase in interdisciplinary integration, the tra-
ditional foundation still remains solid.77 These
could demonstrate the aspects of an academic
discipline’s development that remain unchanged
or that gradually evolve under the constraints
of tradition. On the other hand, partly due to
resource limitations, scholars of the history of
the Chinese legal system in Taiwan, unlike their
counterparts on the mainland, are generally un-
likely to explore the legal-historical materials
from the archaeology findings of the Shang and
Zhou dynasties or the Jiandu from the Qin and
Han dynasties. They also lack the capacity to
organize large-scale compilations on the history
of the legal system similar to the General History

77 The unchanging aspects are reflected first in scholars’
sustained focus on traditional research areas, such as
the history of the legal system of the Tang, Song, Ming,
Qing, and Republican-era periods. Moreover, the re-
search topics and methodologies also demonstrate an
evident continuity. Regarding these circumstances, see:
GUI Qixun (桂齐逊), Overview of Tang Code Studies in
Taiwan over the Past Fifty Years [Wushi nian lai taiwan
youguan tanglv yanjiu gaikuang五十年来台湾有关唐律
研究概况]; ZHANG Wenchang (张文昌), The Cultivation
and Harvests of the ‘Tang Code Study Group’ [Tanglü
yanduhui de gengyun yu shouhuo唐律研读会的耕耘与
收获]; LIU Xingjun (刘馨珺), Report and Prospects of the
‘Song Dynasty Officials Conduct Study Group’ [Song-
dai guanzhen yandu hui baodao yu zhanwang ‘宋代官
箴研读会’报道与展望]; and HUANG Shengfen (黄圣棻),
A Bibliographic Survey of Research on the History of
the Chinese Legal System in Taiwan over the Past Five
Years [Jinwunian taiwan youguan Zhongguo fazhi shi
yanjiu wenxian shuyao近五年台湾有关中国法制史研究文
献述要], all included in: Research on the History of the
Legal System [Fazhi shi yanjiu法制史研究] (Inaugural
Issue), edited by the Historical Society of the Chinese
Legal System [Zhongguo fazhi shi xuehui中国法制史学
会], Taipei, 2000. In terms of changes, one couldmention
the introduction of interdisciplinary discussions and re-
search, as well as new theories and perspectives etc. For
example, the interdisciplinary reading group at the In-
stitute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica. For
more information, see CHIU Peng-sheng (邱澎生), An
Introduction to the ‘Legal History Research Office’ of
the Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica
[Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan yanjiusuo falü shi
yanjiu shi jianjie 中央研究院历史语言研究所 ‘法律史研
究室’ 简介], in the aforementioned volume. For legal
sociology, see LIN Duan (林端), Confucian Ethics and
Legal Culture [Rujia lunli yu falü wenhua儒家伦理与法
律文化]; from a feminist perspective, see LEE Jen-der (李
贞德), The Death of a Princess [Gongzhu zhi si公主之
死], San Min Book Co., 2001. I would also like to express
my gratitude to Professor Huang Yuansheng (黃源盛) of
National Chengchi University [Taiwan zhengzhi daxue
台湾政治大学], who generously gifted me the two vol-
umes of Research on the History of the Legal System [fazhi
shi yanjiu法制史研究], which greatly enhanced my un-
derstanding of studies on the history of the legal system
in Taiwan.

of the Chinese Legal System.78 Instead, their advan-
tage lies in the organization and utilization of
resources such as the “Tan-Hsin Archives” and
the “Ming and Qing Archives of the Grand Secre-
tariat,”* 95 demonstrating their unique resource
advantages and characteristics. These two types
of archives, one recording the activities of lo-
cal government officials in Taiwan during the
Qing Dynasty, and the other containing legal
archives of the Qing central government now
stored at the Institute of History and Philology
of the Academia Sinica, are both rich in con-
tent and considerable in quantity. Especially
the latter, due to its extensive coverage—both
in terms of area and across time periods—as well
as its immense quantity, the work of organizing
and publishing these archives has spanned over
20 years and is still not yet completed.79 Dai
Yanhui and We-jen Chang,* 96 who have led the
compilation of these archival materials, belong
to two different generations, and their personal
experiences and educational backgrounds are
different. However, they do share certain simi-
lar views on the research methods of the history
of legal systems. Specifically, they both empha-
size period-specific studies over general research;
procedural law over substantive law; and social
aspects over purely legal ones. Although the
foundational work and research by Professors
Dai and Chang represent only one part of the
study of the history of the Chinese legal system
in Taiwan, it is not far from the truth to say that
their work, to some extent, represents a trend
of transformation in the field of research on the
history of the legal system.

In the past 50 years,* 97 due to political rea-
sons, Taiwan has been separated from mainland
China. The academic developments within this
political and geographical space naturally exhibit
certain local characteristics. An important aspect
of this localization is the emergence of a series
of studies and even disciplines directly related

78 I do not intend to assume that scholars of the history of
the Chinese legal system in Taiwan lack interest in such
issues; I merely wish to point out that specific historical
and social conditions may impose constraints on the
direction and content of academic research.

*95 Translation Note: Chinese “Mingqing neige daku dang’an
明清内阁大库档案.”

79 See CHANG We-jen (张伟仁) (compiler), Research on
the Law of the Qing Dynasty [Qingdai fazhi yanjiu清代
法制研究], Volume I, Institute of History and Philology,
Academia Sinica, 1983.

*96 Translation Note: Zhang Weiren (张伟仁), 1935–. Due to
different standards of naming and naming conventions,
he is rendered here as We-jen Chang.

*97 Translation Note: In 2026, it has now been over 70 years.
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to the island of Taiwan itself. However, the “lo-
cal research” in the aforementioned sense may
not be sufficient to explain the flourishing de-
velopment of various Taiwan studies in recent
decades. The recent developments involve not
only the redistribution of academic resources but
also paradigm shifts and ideological influences
that steer academic directions.

In recent years, a considerable amount of Tai-
wanese legal historical research has emerged.
This research does not merely focus on the le-
gal history of Taiwan itself but represents a
Taiwan-centric historical narrative. In this sense,
“Taiwanese legal history” is no longer just a re-
gional study within the broader framework of
the history of the Chinese legal system. Instead,
it has evolved into an alternative legal history
that can match up against the former. This other
mode of writing legal history can be exemplified
by Professor Tay-shengWang’s Introduction to Tai-
wanese Legal History* 98 from the College of Law
at National Taiwan University.

In the first chapter of Introduction to Taiwanese
Legal History,” Professor Tay-sheng Wang clearly
proposes a “Taiwan-centric legal history.” What
is “Taiwan-centric legal history”? The author
elaborates this concept through the “people’s
historical perspective” and “Taiwan’s historical
perspective.” Specifically, he explains that “[…]
in historical narratives, Taiwan is treated as an in-
dependent subject rather than as an attachment
to another entity. To view Taiwan as the main
subject means acknowledging that Taiwan can
have its own history, one that does not necessarily
derive itself from being part of China, or Japan,
or any other”. As for the “people’s historical per-
spective,” he asserts “that Taiwan as the main
entity does not refer to a specific regime or coun-
try, but rather to a community formed by the
people residing on the island.”80 Once the status
of Taiwan as an entity is established, the internal
and external boundaries are accordingly defined.
“Taiwanese law” locates Taiwan as the main sub-
ject and is considered internal, while other legal
traditions, including Qing dynasty laws, modern
Western laws, “Chinese law”, and Japanese law
are, regardless of how deep their impact has been
on Taiwanese law, considered external. Introduc-
tion to Taiwanese Legal History is divided into two
parts with 12 chapters, detailing the legal evo-
lution of pre-modern and modern Taiwan. The

*98 Translation Note: Wang Taisheng (王泰升), 1960–. His
name uses alternative romanization. The original book
title in Chinese: “Taiwan falüshi gailun台湾法律史概论.”

80 WANG Tay-Sheng: Introduction to Taiwanese Legal History,
Angle Publishing Company, 2001, pp. 5–6.

pre-modern period extends from prehistory up
until 1895, encompassing eras of indigenous self-
governance, Dutch and Spanish colonial rule, the
Zheng family’s rule, and the Qing dynasty’s ad-
ministration. The modern era began with the
introduction of modern Western law and expe-
rienced two significant periods: “Japanese rule”
and “Nationalist rule.”* 99 This period lasted un-
til May 2000, when the Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP)was democratically elected to power
in Taiwan, marking the transition to the contem-
porary period.

Clearly, the legal-historical narrative con-
structed by the aforementioned legal classifica-
tions and historical periods is entirely different
from earlier studies of law in Taiwan. It intro-
duces a new historical perspective and political
consciousness. Therefore, it is unsurprising
that this new legal history narrative, as part
of the “Taiwanization” process that has perme-
ated nearly all academic disciplines over the past
several decades, resonates with the dominant
political discourse in Taiwan today. This does
not necessarily mean that political forces have
simply intervened in and controlled academic de-
velopment. Rather, it suggests that politics and
academia share the same ideological framework.
This ideology not only fosters an alliance between
politics and academia but also shapes the ques-
tions, methods, interests, and paradigms of all
Taiwanization research, including “Taiwanese le-
gal history.”

VII.

Modern Chinese legal history was originally a
product of the amalgamation of Chinese and
Western elements. From its inception, it has been
profoundly influenced by Western scholarship.
Among the various foreign academic influences
on the study of Chinese legal history, Japan’s role
is particularly notable. If Western scholarship
and thought have determined the fundamental
character of modern academia, including legal
studies and history, then Japanese research on
Chinese legal history has played a demonstrative
role in establishing the tradition of Chinese legal
history.

In Liang Qichao’s foundational work on the
history of the Chinese legal system, On the Evo-
lution, Merits, and Demerits in the Establishment

*99 Translation Note: “Guomindang国民党”, also known as
“Kuomintang” and frequently abbreviated as “KMT”
due to the romanization system used in Taiwan. Here
it is referring to the KMT administration period of Tai-
wan, lasting from 1945 when Japan relinquished control
of Taiwan, up until the election of the DPP’s first ever
president, Chen Shui-bian (陈水扁), in 2000.
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of Chinese Statutory Law,* 100 he cited no fewer
than seven Japanese works. These included
Oda Yorozu ’s Administrative Law of Qing China,
Asai Torao’s History of the Chinese Legal System,
and Hiroike Chikurō’s* 101 Introduction to Oriental
Legal Systems.* 102 By the time Yang Honglie’s
The History of the Development of Chinese Law
was published in 1930, another of Asai Torao’s
works on the history of the Chinese legal sys-
tem, History of the Evolution of Chinese Legal Code
Compilation,* 103 had already been translated into
Chinese.81 Additionally, a Chinese replication of
Asai’s History of the Chinese Legal System, entitled
AnOutline of Law Throughout Chinese Dynastic His-
tory, had also been published.82 Although Yang
Honglie’s perspective was no longer limited to
only Japanese literature, it is an undeniable fact
that if compared to the English, French, and Ger-
man references he cited at that time, the works of
Japanese scholars on the history of the Chinese
legal system were the most systematic and com-
prehensive. In fact, Yang’s Chinese legal history
not only absorbed the perspectives and methods
of various foreign scholars but also aimed to fill
the gaps and address the shortcomings of previ-
ous research on the history of the Chinese legal
system.83

Japanese research on the history of the Chi-
nese legal system is a branch of East Asian
legal history within the broader field of Eastern
legal history, having a rich tradition. How-
ever, among the many researchers, the most
influential figures for later generations were
not Asai Torao or Higashikawa Tokuji,* 104 who
were cited by Liang Qichao and Yang Honglie,
but rather the second-generation scholar Niida

*100 Translation Note: Chinese “Lun zhongguo cheng wenfa
bianzhi zhi yange deishi论中国成文法编制之沿革得失.”

*101 Translation Note: Hiroike Chikurō (廣池千九郎),
1866–1938.

*102 Translation Note: Chinese “Dongyang fazhishi xulun东
洋法制史序论.”

*103 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fadian bianxuan
yange shi中国法典编撰沿革史.”

81 ASAI Torao, History of the Evolution of Chinese Legal
Code Compilation [Zhongguo fadian bianxuan yange
shi中国法典编撰沿革史], edited and translated by CHEN
Chongmin (陈重民), Ministry of the Interior Translation
Office, 1915/1919.

82 ZHUANG Sheng (壯生) (ed.), An Outline of Law
Throughout Chinese Dynastic History [Zhongguo lidai
fazhi gaiyao中国历代法制概要], Chongwen Book Com-
pany, 1919.

83 See YANG Honglie, The History of the Development of
Chinese Law, “Introduction”.

*104 Translation Note: Higashikawa Tokuji (東川德治),
1870–1938.

Noboru * 105 and the third-generation scholar
Shiga Shūzō.* 106 Coincidentally, the academic
lineage of these two scholars can be traced back
to Nakada Kaoru,* 107 who was a contemporary
of Asai and Higashikawa. Nakada Kaoru was
proficient in various branches of legal history,
including Japanese legal history, Eastern legal
history, Western legal history, and Roman law,
and is considered to be one of the founding fig-
ures of Japanese legal history studies.84

As a direct disciple of Nakada Kaoru, Niida
Noboru specialized in Chinese legal history and
achieved remarkable results. His works range
from those focusing on philology, such as Tan-
gling Shiyi (1933)* 108 and Research on Tang and
Song Legal Documents (1937),* 109 to those with
a significant socio-legal perspective, including
History of Chinese Status Law (1942),* 110 Chinese
Rural Families (1952),* 111 and his monumental
four-volume work Studies on the History of the Chi-
nese Legal System (1959–1964).* 112 These works
cover a wide array of topics and fields, show-
casing extensive research and expertise. Niida
Noboru’s final work, Studies on the History of the
Chinese Legal System, is particularly noteworthy
for its broad vision and rich materials, far sur-
passing earlier research on the history of the legal
system that primarily focused on law codes. Con-
sequently, although Niida was not the initiator
of Japanese studies on the history of the Chinese
legal system, his substantial achievements signifi-
cantly elevated the standard of Japanese research

*105 Translation Note: Niida Noboru (仁井田陞), 1904–1966.
*106 Translation Note: Shiga Shūzō (滋賀秀三), 1921–2008.
*107 Translation Note: Nakada Kaoru (中田薰), 1877–1967.
84 For information on the key figures, works, scholarly lin-

eages, and issues etc. in Japanese research on the history
of the Chinese legal system, see OKANO Makoto (岡野
誠), The Current State of Research on the History of
Chinese Legal System in Japan [Riben zhi zhongguo
fazhi shi yanjiu xiankuang日本之中国法制史研究现况],
in: Research on the History of the Legal System [Falü
shi yanjiu法制史研究] (First Issue), edited by the Chi-
nese Legal History Society. I would like to express my
gratitude to Xiong Yuanbao (熊远报), currently pursuing
doctoral studies at the University of Tokyo, who, in order
to help me better understand the topic, kindly copied
two articles by SHIGA Shuuzou (滋賀秀三) and IKEDA
On (池田溫).

*108 Translation Note: Chinese “Tangling Shiyi唐令拾遺.”
*109 Translation Note: Chinese “Tangsong falü wenshu yanjiu

唐宋法律文书研究.”
*110 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhina shenfen fashi支那身份

法史.”
*111 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo de nongcun jiazu

中国的农村家族.”
*112 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fazhi shi yanjiu中

国法制史研究.”
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in this field. For this reason, he is regarded as a
pioneer in Chinese legal historiography.

Niida Noboru’s greatest critic and competitor
was Shiga Shūzō, who, like Niida, was a disciple
of Nakada Kaoru and had a mentor-mentee re-
lationship akin to that of an uncle and nephew.
Shiga Shūzō began his research with a focus on
Chinese family law, authoring works such as
Principles of Chinese Family Law (1967)* 113 and
Law and Judgement in Qing China (1984).* 114 His
edited volume, Studies on the History of the Chinese
Legal System: Research on Fundamental Materials
(1993),* 115 brought together contributions from
many distinguished scholars, providing a sys-
tematic review and narrative of the history and
current state of research on the history of the
Chinese legal system. This book is considered
one of the most important foundational works
in the field in recent times. Unlike Niida, Shiga
had numerous disciples and a wide-reaching in-
fluence. More importantly, Shiga possessed a
stronger theoretical awareness. The direction he
pioneered in the study of history of the Chinese
legal system has, through his and his students’
continued efforts, developed into a new research
paradigm.

Before Shiga, the Japanese academic com-
munity studying the history of the Chinese
legal system had already engaged in extensive
discussions on a series of issues, such as the ef-
fectiveness of state laws in traditional Chinese
society, the nature and function of private con-
tracts, the existence or absence of a private legal
order, and the relationship between the state and
society. At that time, it was very common in
historical research to use concepts from West-
ern legal studies and the social sciences, and the
Marxist analytical method emphasizing produc-
tion relations was also quite popular. One of the
central issues in these debates was whether Chi-
nese society during theMing and Qing dynasties
possessed modern characteristics.85 Shiga inher-
ited this background and these questions but

*113 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo jiazu fa yuanli中
国家族法原理.”

*114 Translation Note: Chinese “Qingdai zhongguo de fa yu
caipan清代中国的法与裁判.”

*115 Translation Note: Chinese “Zhongguo fazhi shi – jiben
ziliao de yanjiu中国法制史－基本资料的研究.”

85 See the work titled “Postwar Debates on Chinese History
in Japan [Zhanhou riben de Zhongguo shi lun zheng战
后日本的中国史论争],” authored collaboratively by seven
scholars, included in Selected Translations of Japanese
Scholarly Research Works on Chinese History [Riben
xuezhe yanjiu Zhongguo shi lun xuanyi 日本学者研究
中国史论著选译] (Volume II), edited by LIU Junwen,
Zhonghua Book Company, 1993.

attempted to forge a new path by changing the
way in which these questions were asked. Sim-
ply put, he rejected the theory of historical stages
and instead adopted the theory of civilization
types. In his view, the laws and society of Ming
and Qing China represented a different type of
order from that of the West in that era.* 116 When
measured against the standards of modern West-
ern law, not only did traditional Chinese society
lack a so-called private legal order, some would
go so far as to suggest that this type of order did
not include law in the modern Western sense at
all.86 However, the traditional Chinese legal or-
der, understood in this way, possesses its own
integrity and inherent rationality. It should not
be dismissed or underestimated simply because
it differs from the Western legal order. On the
contrary, given that the traditional Chinese legal
order has been integral to a vast and splendid
civilization, one of the tasks of research on the
history of the Chinese legal system is to deeply
understand the mechanisms of this legal order.

When comparing Shiga with Niida, some
commentators have noted that the latter “[…]
significantly expanded the field of Chinese legal
history,” while the former “used sophisticated
logic as a weapon to delve deeply into the key
arguments.”87 From another perspective, we
could say that Niida’s knowledge paradigm was
fundamentally rooted in Marxist historiography,
whereas Shiga’s approachwasmore alignedwith
Weber’s tradition of interpretive sociology. Be-
cause of this difference, Shiga is more sensitive
to theory, more attentive to concepts, and more
focused on comparative methods. Unlike Niida,
who excelled in textual studies and the collec-
tion of materials, scholars of the Shiga school
excel in the arrangement of theoretical frame-
works, the use of comparative concepts, and
the in-depth analysis of fundamental historical

*116 Translation Note: The original reads “jin dai 近代”, carry-
ingmultiple meanings in Chinese. As a historical period,
it is considered to cover the time span from around the
First Opium War right up until the May 4th movement,
some even claiming until 1949, thus encompassing that
group of years before the modern state we see today.
Here it may simply refer to contemporary modern soci-
ety of that particular era.

86 This extreme conclusion is a logical extension of the
argument. Formore on the research tradition initiated by
Shiga and further developed by his students, as well as
for commentary on this tradition, seeWANG Yaxin (王亚
新) and LIANG Zhiping (eds.), Civil Trials and Contracts
in Society DuringMing andQing China [Mingqing shiqi
de minshi shenpan yu minjian qiyue明清时期的民事审
判与民间契约], Law Press, 1998. See also LIANG Zhiping,
Customary Law in the Qing Dynasty: Society and State,
“Postscript.”

87 OKANOMakoto (supra note 84).
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materials. This makes their research more theo-
retically profound.

Another characteristic of the Shiga school’s
research is related to its adoption of the analyti-
cal model of “typology of legal orders”. Shiga’s
analysis of the relationship between sentiment,
reason, and law; his research on mediation and
adjudication procedures; or the detailed analysis
by one of Shiga’s students, Hiroaki Terada,* 117
on the concept of “Yue” in Ming and Qing so-
ciety, and on concepts such as “Guanye” and
“Yanyin”* 118 are not merely aimed at elucidating
specific ideas, institutions, or procedures. In-
stead, they aim to understand a particular type of
legal order and explain the nature, processes, and
mechanisms of this order through these elements.
Conversely, their analysis and interpretation of
related concepts, behaviours, and systems are
always premised on the internal integrity of a
certain normative order. This inclination and
concern make the legal history research of the
Shiga school not only broad in perspective but
also rich in detailed analysis of specific phenom-
ena.

Clearly, the approach of the Shiga school to
legal history is quite similar to the comparative
legal culture approach of the aforementioned
Liang Zhiping.* 119 Both use the concept of “ty-
pology of order” as a starting point, as both
value indigenous concepts and emphasize inter-
nal structures and coherence. They both reject
universalism and exhibit a tendency towards
interpretive sociology. Although these two ap-
proaches differ greatly in terms of academic
origin, growth environment, research focus, and
problem awareness, the fact that they devel-
oped independently, without any mutual contact
or understanding, in significantly different con-
texts, makes the transnational commonalities
they share all the more noteworthy for their con-
temporary significance.88

*117 Translation Note: Terada Hiroaki (寺田浩明), 1953–.
*118 Translation Note: The three terms in Chinese are “Yue

约,” “Guanye管业,” and “Yanyin冤抑” respectively. All
three of these concepts are rather unique to the history
of Chinese law and thus cannot be adequately translated
here.

*119 Translation Note: As outlined in Translation Note no. 85,
the Liang Zhiping mentioned here, and the original au-
thor of this article, are the same person.

88 For a discussion of the similarities and differences be-
tween these two strands of research, one may consult
Liang Zhiping’s academic autobiography and several of
his commentary essays on scholars such as Shiga. See
LIANG Zhiping, Thinking on the Margins; the “Postscript”
in Customary Law in the Qing Dynasty: Society and State;
and the “Commentary” and “Postscript” in Civil Trials
and Contracts in Society During Ming and Qing China.

The special role of Japan in the study of Chi-
nese legal history is also evident with regard to
another aspect. After the First Sino-JapaneseWar
in 1895, the Qing government was forced to cede
Taiwan to Japan. Taiwan was under Japanese
rule for the next 50 years, and this period has
become an episode in Chinese legal history, leav-
ing a profound imprint on the legal and social
systems in Taiwan today.89 Furthermore, during
Japan’s occupation of Taiwan and its invasion of
China, systematic and large-scale surveys of so-
cial customs were conducted in Taiwan and the
occupied regions of Dongbei* 120 and Huabei.* 121
The resulting survey reports and compiled ma-
terials have since become primary materials for
later historians of the legal system studying re-
lated issues.90

Naturally, due to obvious historical and po-
litical reasons, the special influence of Japanese
scholars on the study of Chinese legal history
disappeared early on in mainland China. How-
ever, over the past two decades, with the gradual
recovery of Chinese legal history research and
the normalization of academic exchanges, the re-
search conducted by Japanese scholars has once
again garnered attention from Chinese histori-
ans of the legal system. Japanese scholars’ works
were the earliest among foreign research to be

89 For legal influences, see HUANG Ching-Chia (黃靜嘉),
The Colonial Legal System and Colonial Rule in Tai-
wan during the Japanese Occupation [Riju shiqi zhi
taiwan zhimindi fazhi yu zhimin tongzhi 日据时期之
台湾殖民地法制与殖民统治], Social Sciences Press, 1960.
Huang’s more recent work, The Evening Waves Surge Be-
neath Shunpanrō [Chunfan louxia wan taoji春帆楼下晚涛
急], provides amore detailed discussion of this historical
period. See also WANG Tay-Sheng (王泰升), Introduc-
tion to Taiwanese Legal History. Japanese influence is
also evident in the field of legal research; as previously
mentioned, even Dai Yanhui’s research on the history
of the legal system of Taiwan reflects the influence of
Japanese academic traditions.

*120 Translation Note: Chinese “dongbei 东北.” This term
refers to an area of Northeast China that includes the
three provinces of Liaoning, Jilin, and Heilongjiang, as
well as the eastern part of Inner Mongolia.

*121 Translation Note: Chinese “Huabei华北.” This term refers
to an area of Northern China that includes the provinces
of Hebei and Shanxi, the municipalities of Beijing and
Tianjin, as well as the central part of Inner Mongolia.

90 The more extensive and influential investigations in-
clude Taiwanese Private Law [Taiwan sifa台湾私法] (13
volumes), compiled by the “Provisional Committee for
the Investigation of Old Customs in Taiwan”; Report on
the Investigation of Old Customs in Manchuria [Manzhou
jiuguan diaocha baogaoshu滿洲旧惯调查報告书] (9 vol-
umes), conducted by the Investigation Section of the
South Manchurian Railway Company; and Survey of
Chinese Rural Customs [Zhongguo Nongcun guanxing
diaocha中国农村惯行调查] (6 volumes), published by
the Committee for the Publication of Investigations into
Rural Customs in China.
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translated and introduced into China since the
1980s, significantly preceding the introduction
and translation of related works from other coun-
tries by Chinese scholars.91 In the mainstream
research on the history of the legal system, which
is textbook-like, relevant studies are rarely cited,
and almost never are any references made to
foreign literature; the occasional appearance of
Japanese works is almost the only foreign liter-
ature cited. These instances perhaps indicate
the lasting traces of the special influence that
Japanese scholars exerted on the study of the his-
tory of the Chinese legal system.

In the past decade or so, an increasing num-
ber of Japanese studies on Chinese legal history
have been introduced to the Chinese-speaking
world. However, overall, systematic introduc-
tions have only just begun. In this regard, legal
studies lags behind historical studies, and main-
stream research on the history of the legal system
does not match the non-mainstream efforts.92 As
for in-depth research and fruitful dialogue, these
must await future developments.

91 See OBA Osamu (大庭修), Studies on the History of
the Legal System of the Qin and Han Dynasties [Qin-
han fazhishi yanjiu 秦汉法制史研究], translated [from
Japanese] by LIN Jianwu (林剑呜) et al., Shanghai Peo-
ple’s Publishing House, 1991; and NISHIDA Taichirō (西
田太一郎), Studies on the History of Punishment and
Law in China [Zhongguo xingfa shi yanjiu中国刑法史研
究], translated [from Japanese] by DUAN Qiuguan (段
秋关), Peking University Press, 1985.

92 Regarding historiography, there are the ten-volume Se-
lected Translations of Japanese Scholars’ Studies on
ChineseHistory [Riben xuezhe yanjiu Zhongguo shi lun-
zhu xuanyi 日本学者研究中国史论著选译], (Zhonghua
Book Company, 1992–1993), andDiscussions on Chinese
History by Young and Middle-aged Japanese Scholars:
Volume on the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing [Riben
zhongqingnian xuezhe lun Zhongguo shi song yuan
ming qingjuan 日本中青年学者论中国史 宋元明清卷]
(Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 1995), both edited
by LIU Junwen. Although both sets of books primarily
focus on Chinese history, they include not only a dedi-
cated volume on “legal institutions” but also a number
of important post-war authors and works related to the
study of Chinese legal history. Regarding legal studies,
one of the more significant works is Civil Trials and Con-
tracts in Society During Ming and Qing China, co-edited
by WANG Yaxin and LIANG Zhiping. Although this vol-
ume only includes translations of works by four Japanese
scholars, the editors provide detailed analytical intro-
ductions and commentaries on each author, enabling
readers to gain an understanding of the basic conditions
and background of the Japanese research on Chinese
legal history at that time (especially that of the Shiga
school). For introductions to other scholars, see ZHANG
Zhongqiu (张中秋) (ed.), One Aspect of the Image of Chi-
nese Law [Zhongguo falü xingxiang de yimian中国法
律形象的一面], Law Press, 2002, and WANG Zhiqiang, A
Retrospective and Prospective View on the Research Ori-
entation of Chinese Legal Historiography, in: Chinese
and Western Legal Traditions, 2002.

VIII.

In 1967, Harvard University Press published Law
in Imperial China, co-authored byDerk Bodde and
Clarence Morris.93 While this book is neither a
pioneering work nor a comprehensive collection
in the body of English (let alone Western) lit-
erature discussing traditional Chinese law, it is
noteworthy in several respects. Firstly, although
the bookwas not published until 1967, its writing
process can be traced back to a seminar on East-
ern legal systems* 122 held at the University of
Pennsylvania in 1959. This seminar was followed
by a course on Chinese legal thought, offered
at the university’s law school by two sinologists
and a legal scholar.94 This timing reflects the
period when American academia began shifting
its scholarly interest towards Chinese issues.95
Secondly, the authors selected and translated 190
cases from the thousands of real cases in the Con-
spectus of Criminal Cases of the Qing era. They
used these cases to conduct historical, social, and
legal analyses of the Chinese legal tradition. This
approach was neither a traditional method in
sinology nor derived from sociology. Instead, it
was primarily based on the case method popular
in American law schools, demonstrating a dis-
tinctly American characteristic. Finally, the fact
that this bookwas co-authored by sinologists and
legal scholars is also significant. It indicates a fu-
sion of two important traditions. One of these
traditions, sinology, has been a major source for
Western research in Chinese legal history.

Regarding the study of Chinese legal his-
tory within the tradition of sinology, at least
two points are noteworthy. First, Western sinol-
ogy primarily focuses on the study of Chinese
history, culture, language, literature, arts, phi-
losophy, and religion, with law, especially legal
systems, receiving minimal attention within this
tradition. On the other hand, when legal re-
search is undertaken within the framework of

93 For the Chinese translation, see Derk Bodde and Clarence
Morris, Law in Imperial China [Zhonghua diguo de falü
中华帝国的法律], translated by ZHUYong (朱勇), Jiangsu
People’s Press, 1998.

*122 Translation Note: Referring to the geographical position,
i. e. China, Japan, and other areas in this region.

94 For details, see Derk Bodde and Clarence Morris’s Law in
Imperial China, “Preface”.

95 The significant increase in American interest in China,
which led to substantial investment in China-related
studies, occurred around the end of the Korean War.
The Chinese-American historian, Ray Huang, discusses
this transformation through vivid anecdotes in his mem-
oir, Yellow River, Blue Mountains (Huanghe Qingshan
黃河青山), Joint Publishing, 2001. For details, see
pp. 398–399.
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sinology, itsmethods and interests remainwithin
the scope of sinology. Therefore, legal research
associated with the sinological tradition primar-
ily focuses on ancient texts or revolves around
ancient documents. Second, the tradition of sinol-
ogy originated in Europe, with cities like Paris,
London, Berlin, and Leiden serving as its cen-
tres and leading the trends in Chinese studies
and studies of the Far East. The United States
joined this field rather late, but they broughtwith
it a new tradition that emphasized practicality
and had a social science orientation.96 This new
approach seemed to herald the later diversifica-
tion of sinology and the rise of Chinese studies,
highlighting the significant role the United States
played in this transformative process. In fact, the
development of Western studies in Chinese legal
history is closely linked to this shift.

The work [Law in Imperial China] co-authored
by Bodde and Morris, lists and references almost
all (if not all) major Western-language literature
related to Chinese legal history up to that time.
This relatively short bibliography includes sev-
eral different traditions. The first is sinology,
which encompasses translations and annotations
of classical texts as well as the Treatises on Punish-
ment and Law and legal codes, along with studies
on ancient legal thought, concepts, and systems.
Following on from sinology is historiography
and then legal studies. Notably, sociological re-
search holds a special place among these, as its
development has, in turn, promoted the growth
of the legal studies tradition within Chinese law
research.

Jerome A. Cohen, the founder of the East
Asian Legal Studies Centre at Harvard Law
School and a pioneer in the study of Chinese
law in the United States, mentioned two books
that had a significant positive influence on him
when he decided in the early 1960s to dedicate
himself to research of Chinese law. One was the
English version of the work Local Government in
China under the Ch’ing by Qu Tongzu, which has
been mentioned previously. The other was Le-
gal Institutions in Manchu China by Sybille van
der Sprenkel, a British anthropologist who had
lived in China for a few years and written the
book primarily based on secondary sources.97

96 See HOU Qie’an (侯且岸), John K. Fairbank and Chinese
Studies [Fei Zhengqing yu zhongguoxue费正清与中国
学], in: LI Xueqin (李学勤) (ed.), Strolls through Inter-
national Sinology [Guoji hanxue sanbu国际汉学散步],
Hebei Education Publishing House, 1997.

97 For the Chinese translation, see Sybille Van Der Sprenkel,
Legal Institutions in Manchu China [Qingdai fazhi
daolun清代法制导论], translated by ZHANG Shoudong
(张守东), CUPL Press, 2000.

These two books, both published in 1962, ad-
dressed different issues but shared a common
focus on the role of law in social life, the pro-
cesses and effectiveness of law, and the function
of social organizationwithin these contexts. They
inspired young legal scholars to explore the rela-
tionships between tradition and modernity, and
between law and society, in the context of China’s
social transformation.98 During the 1960s, main-
land China had not yet opened up, which meant
that foreigners had no way to enter and directly
observe and research Chinese law and society.
Therefore, at that time, many studies on China
relied heavily on interviews with mainland Chi-
nese immigrants in Hong Kong and the United
States, and many of these studies shifted more
towards historical investigations. Although Co-
hen was neither a sociologist nor a historian,
his research encompassed both of these aspects.
Moreover, among his students and successors,
there were many with an interest in history,
which led to significant activity and contribu-
tions in the field of Chinese legal history in the
United States.99

The influence of sociology was evident in
an even more significant way. In 1951, the
English version of Max Weber’s Chinese mono-
graph, The Religion of China, was published in
the United States.100 In this book, written in
1915, Weber discussed numerous issues related
to the state, society, law, economy, and religion
in traditional Chinese society. Despite demon-
strating profound insights in his study of China,
Weber’s primary intention was not focused on
Chinese studies themselves. Rather, he used
China as a counterexample to confirmhis hypoth-
esis about the development model of Western
capitalism, as proposed in The Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism, by addressing the

98 I first heard Professor [Jerome A.] Cohen recount this
experience at a memorial event held at New York Uni-
versity School of Law in November 2000. See also XU
Chuanxi (许传玺), “An Interview with Professor Jerome
A. Cohen [Jie ke’en jiaoshou fangtan lu杰柯恩教授访谈
录],” Global Law Review [Huanqiu falü pinglun环球法
律评论), Summer 2002 issue.

99 American scholars include [R.] Randle Edwards,
William Alford, Victor Li, Susan Wilde, Hugh T. Scogin
Jr., and Elison Conner, among others. Taiwanese schol-
ars include We-jen Chang and Chen Fumei (陈福美).
Among these, Professor Edwards and Professor Alford
have respectively led the “Hong Yen Chang Centre for
Chinese Legal Research” at Columbia Law School and
“East Asian Legal Studies” at Harvard Law School. Both
Susan Wilde and [Hugh T.] Scogin Jr. remain highly
active in the field of Chinese legal history to this day.

100 For the Chinese translation, see Max Weber’s Confucian-
ism and Taoism [Rujia yu daojiao儒教与道教], translated
by HONG Tianfu (洪天富), Jiangsu People’s Press, 1993.
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question of “[…] why China did not develop
capitalism.” Based on this research strategy,
many institutions and phenomena in Chinese
history, including the legal system, were viewed
as factors that hindered China’s development of
capitalism and its transition into a modern soci-
ety. Based on the fundamental assumptions and
strategies mentioned above, some of the most
significant authors and works in Chinese legal
history research during the 1950s and 1960s were
influenced, including JohnKing Fairbank, Joseph
Needham, and Derk Bodde.101 Weber’s influ-
ence extended even into the 1970s. The 1976
publication Law in Modern Society* 123 can be con-
sidered an important work that discusses and
addresses Chinese history in a manner reminis-
cent of Weber’s approach.102 The author of the
book, Roberto M. Unger, like Max Weber, did
not know Chinese and had even less intention of
viewing China itself as an object of understand-
ing. In his grand theoretical framework of social
theory, “[…] Chinese legal culture was more of-
ten used as a counterpoint to highlight Western
achievements rather than being examined as a le-
gal system with its own intrinsic developmental
dynamics.”103 This Weberian model of Chinese
historical research was criticized even at the time.

In the 1970s, the study of Chinese history in
the United States underwent a paradigm crisis.
A new generation of historians, deeply reflecting
on the tradition of Chinese historical research
following John K. Fairbank, sought to transcend
previous models that relied on external forces to
explain Chinese history. Instead, they aimed to
“discover history within China.”104 This “China-
centred historical perspective” was also reflected
in the study of Chinese legal history.

Published in 1994, Recent American Academic
Writings on Traditional Chinese Law* 124 is a col-

101 See the “Introduction” in Recent American Academic
Writings on Traditional Chinese Law [Meiguo xuezhe
lun Zhongguo falü chuantong美国学者论中国法律传统],
edited by GAODaoyun (高道蘊) et al., CUPL Press, 1994.

*123 Translation Note: Chinese “Xiandai shehui zhong de falü
现代社会中的法律.”

102 For the Chinese translation, see Roberto M. Unger, Law
in Modern Society [Xiandai shehui zhong de falü 现代
社会中的法律], translated by WU Yuzhang (吴玉章) and
ZHOU Hanhua (周汉华), CUPL Press, 1994.

103 Ibid. The critique directed at Western sinology in the
1950s and 1960s is also applicable here. [Translation Note:
GAO Daoyun, (supra note 101).]

104 This references the title of an important work on research
into Chinese history by [Paul A.] Cohen. See Paul A. Co-
hen, Discovering History in China [Zai Zhongguo faxian
lishi在中国发现历史], translated by LIN Tongqi (林同奇),
Zhonghua Book Company, 1991.

*124 Translation Note: “Meiguo xuezhe lun Zhongguo falü
chuantong美国学者论中国法律传统” is the official title

lection of essays edited by an American scholar
of Chinese legal history and two of her Chinese
colleagues. This translated volume includes 12
essays and an introduction, providing a general
overview of the developments in the field of
American research on Chinese legal history dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s.

Firstly, as classified by the editors of Recent
American Academic Writings on Traditional Chinese
Law, these studies are mainly distributed across
three periods: the pre-Qin and Qin-Han periods,
the Tang-Song periods, and the Qing dynasty.
The distribution of focused research on these pe-
riods is easily understood. The study of early
Chinese law was greatly advanced by the ar-
chaeological discoveries in the 1970s; the Qing
dynasty has always attracted many researchers
because it is relatively recent and the materials
are abundant; as for the laws in the Tang and
Song periods, the former is world-renowned for
the “Tang Code” and has always been a core sub-
ject in Chinese legal historical research, while the
latter is regarded by many scholars as a historical
turning point, thus garnering attention.

Secondly, although the issues discussed by
the authors in the collection are quite varied,
overall these articles are highly specific. William
P. Alford criticizes Unger’s Weberian “misuse”
of Chinese history; Laura Skosey discusses the
relationship between early Chinese law and reli-
gion; Karen G. Turner explores the idea of “rule
of law” in early Chinese legal traditions; Hugh
T. Scogin Jr. researches contracts during the Han
dynasty; William C. Jones conducts research on
Qing law; Randle R. Edwards re-examines the is-
sue of “foreign jurisdiction” in the Qing dynasty;
and Jonathan Ocko discusses “capital appeals”
in the Qing dynasty. These works either attempt
to correct previous misconceptions or aim to fill
gaps in past research, with the basic tendency
of breaking free from biases derived from exter-
nal perspectives to achieve a more accurate view
of Chinese history. In fact, this change is also
what the editors hope to emphasize through the
collection.

Once again, although this period did not pro-
duce systematic works on traditional Chinese
law such as those written by Bodde and Morris,
many articles from this period demonstrated a
stronger theoretical interest and reflective ability.
For instance, the articles byWilliam P. Alford and
Hugh T. Scogin Jr. both show an awareness of
Western-centrism in historical and social science

of the book, despite the original Chinese not exactly
corresponding to the English translation.
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research.105 Additionally, these articles discuss
more numerous and in-depth issues, and use a
wider range of materials, such as John D. Lan-
glois and JoannaWaley-Cohen’s case studies and
the use by Randle Edwards and Jonathan Ocko
of archival and other historical materials beyond
laws and regulations.

In the end, the training of the authors of
these articles is still primarily in the fields of
sinology, legal studies, and history. This is not
significantly different from the previous situ-
ation. What is different, however, is that the
legal scholars and those formally and informally
trained in legal studies have become the main
force in this research field, with sinology com-
pletely giving way to legal studies and history.
Moreover, these scholars with professional train-
ing backgrounds also possess, or even excel in,
Chinese language skills. Their emphasis on spo-
ken language training makes them superior in
communication compared to the older genera-
tion of sinologists. These advantages, along with
the achievements in research accumulated dur-
ing this period, continue to influence the study
of Chinese legal history up to the present day.

In terms of the scope of research, the variety
of topics, and the number of published works,
the study of Chinese legal history in the United
States has clearly entered a period of more rapid
development since the 1990s. The factors leading
to this change are certainly multifaceted. At least
three aspects have influenced the direction of de-
velopment: the emergence of new materials, the
dissemination of new theories, and the integra-
tion of social sciences with historical studies.

A senior American scholar of Chinese legal
history mentioned in a recent paper that the
new historical materials influencing the study
of Chinese legal history in the United States in
the 1990s primarily came from three sources:
newly unearthed Qin and Han-era Jiandu or silk
slips, the corrected publication* 125 of a rare edi-
tion of the Ming Gong Shu Pan Qingming Ji, and

105 See LIANG Zhiping, A Cultural Interpretation of Law
[Falü de wenhua jieshi法律的文化解释] (Expanded Edi-
tion). This volume also includes a translation and reprint
of another article by William P. Alford.

*125 Translation Note: The term used, “dianjiao 點校”, does
not exactly correspond to “correcting”, but it appears
as an established way of explaining the term in English.
This service was similar to proof-reading. Essentially,
back in ancient times, there might be numerous versions
of a text, and so the publisher would have to choose the
best one to use as a base in reduplication, and every-
thing was done by hand. This meant that corrections
could be made throughout the process, as the previ-
ous copy’s engraver might have made some mistakes.
These corrections took on two forms. One was a correc-
tion made from the context of the material discussed

the discovery and opening up of Qing dynasty
local archives.106 This situation precisely rein-
forced the academic resource distribution pattern
that had formed since the 1970s. However, even
though the emergence of new materials can in-
fluence the direction of academic development,
it is not necessarily the sole determining factor.
This is because the discovery of specific materials
and their significance is sometimes precisely the
result of changes in theories and the attitudes or
interests of researchers.

On one hand, traditional research work has
always continued. The translation and publica-
tion of the Tang Code and Commentary* 126 and the
Great Qing Code* 127 were undoubtedly significant
events in the field of Chinese legal history and
Chinese history studies in the 1990s.107 Many
traditional questions and topics have also con-
tinued to receive attention and research. On the
other hand, however, there has been a notice-
able increase in the study of topics that were less
discussed or even never discussed in the past.
Previously obscure and unclear areas have be-
gun to be brought into the light by researchers’
torches; and old histories have been transformed
through the application of new theories and
methods. Gender studies are a clear example
of this. Certainly, issues such as gender and sex-
ual relationships, women andmarriage as well as

within the text, while the other was a correction made
by comparing it with another copy of the text. In addi-
tion, punctuation is usually added to increase readability,
as there was no punctuation in classical Chinese. This
is where dianjiao点校 stems from, forming a combina-
tion of “biaodian标点”, i. e. punctuation, with “jiaokan
校勘”, i. e. emendation/collation. For more informa-
tion, see: The State Administration of Press, Publication,
Radio, Film and Television of the People’s Republic
of China. (2015). Academic Publishing Specification-
Collation of Chinese Ancient Books (CY/T 124–2015).
Beijing: Standards Press of China. Available online
at: <https://www.nppa.gov.cn/xxgk/fdzdgknr/hybz/
202210/P020221004608741511353.pdf,> last accessed 18
May 2026.

106 Brian E. MacKnight, Studies of Pre-modern Chinese Le-
gal History in the 1990s, this paper was presented at
the “Third International Sinological Conference of the
Academia Sinica [Zhongyang yanjiuyuan di san jie guoji
hanxue huiyi中央研究院第三届国际汉学会议],” in 2000.
This article attempts to provide a comprehensive survey
of legal history research conducted worldwide during
the 1990s. Regarding this objective, it should be said that
this work still has significant omissions. Nevertheless,
the article gives a detailed overview of the developments
in the study of Chinese legal history in the United States
over the past decade, and much of the discussion in this
section has greatly benefited from this article.

*126 Translation Note: Chinese “Tanglü shuyi唐律疏义.”
*127 Translation Note: Chinese “Da qing lü li大清律例.”
107 The Great Qing Code, tr., by William Jones, Oxford, 1994,

The T’ang Code, Volume Two: Specific Articles, tr., by
Wallace Johnson, Princeton University Press, 1997.

https://www.nppa.gov.cn/xxgk/fdzdgknr/hybz/202210/P020221004608741511353.pdf,
https://www.nppa.gov.cn/xxgk/fdzdgknr/hybz/202210/P020221004608741511353.pdf,
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property, domestic violence, and even homosex-
uality had been discussed in the past. However,
they had not aroused such great interest among
researchers. More importantly, the theoretical re-
sources that brought these issues into focus were
different. An individual example can be seen
in Michael Dutton’s 1992 monograph, Policing
and Punishment in China. As the title of this book
indicates, the author applied the French philoso-
pher Michel Foucault’s method of analysing the
“micro-physics” of power to a Chinese context,
thereby providing us with a new understanding
of traditional Chinese law and society.

Another notable change in research inter-
ests and topics is the significant increase in the
content of social history, economic history, and
cultural history within the study of Chinese le-
gal history. The research on ancient contracts in
the early 1990s quickly developed into a compre-
hensive exploration of the so-called “civil law”.
Due to the characteristics of the development
of traditional Chinese law, related discussions
easily extend into the field of social history, go-
ing beyond traditional research on the history
of the legal system. This trend has been greatly
strengthened by the interest in legal issues from
scholars in the fields of economic history and so-
cial history. Behind this trend is the influence and
penetration of social sciences, especially from the
disciplines of economics, sociology, and anthro-
pology, into the traditional study of history since
the 1950s. From the aspect of the study of Chi-
nese legal history within the United States, the
group of researchers, led by Professor Philip C.
C. Huang* 128 in the history department at the
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA),
and their research most clearly exemplifies and
represents this change.

Philip C.C. Huang has long been engaged
in the study of Chinese economic and social his-
tory, having conducted in-depth research on the
economy and society of Huabei in the first half
of the 20th century using materials such as the
Survey of Chinese Rural Customs as well as local
archives.108 Huang’s legal history research can
be seen as an extension of his socioeconomic
history research into the legal field. His main
objective is to understand the economic, social,
and cultural conditions of the time through the

*128 Translation Note: Philip Chung-Chih Huang (黄宗智),
1940–.

108 See Philip C. C. HUANG, The Peasant Economy and
Social Change in North China [Huabei de xiaonong
jingji yu shehui bianqian 华北的小农经济与社会变迁],
Zhonghua Book Company, 1986/2000.

analysis of legal materials.109 Naturally, this
research also enhances the understanding of re-
lated legal issues. Due to his specific academic
background, Huang places great emphasis on
local government archives. His involvement in le-
gal research has also promoted the organization
and utilization of relevant materials.110 Equally
important, Huang used his academic resources
to organize and publish a series titled Law, So-
ciety, and Culture in China. This series includes
his own studies on “civil law” during the Qing
and Republican periods, as well as related re-
search by his colleagues and students. The topics
are quite diverse, with the spectrum covering
the personnel, activities, and systems within the
Yamen* 129 at both prefectural and county lev-
els, daily life in society, women and property,
litigation masters,* 130 prostitution, and homosex-
uality.111 These studies share a common feature:
the authors all strive to use litigation materials
from government archives and other related his-
toricalmaterials to reconstruct daily life in society
at the time. All throughout their work, legal
history research is closely intertwined with eco-
nomic history, social history, and cultural history.

The rise of the UCLAChinese legal history re-
search group seems to also indicate that the main

109 See Philip C. C. HUANG, Research on the Economic His-
tory, Social History, and Cultural History of the Legal
Institutions in China[Zhongguo falü zhidu de jingji shi
shehui shi wenhua shi yanjiu中国法律制度的经济史、社
会史，文化史研究], Lecture transcript, Peking University
Law Review [Beida falü pinglun 北大法律评论], 1999,
Vol. 2, No. 1.

110 Huang’s own research simultaneously made use of the
Ba County Archives, Baodi Archives [宝坻档案], and the
“Tan-Hsin Archives.” See Philip C. C. HUANG, Civil Ad-
judication and Civil Mediation: Expression and Practice
in the Qing Dynasty [Minshi shenpan yu minjian diaojie
qingdai de biaoda yu shixian 民事审判与民间调解：清
代的表达与实践], Zhonghua Book Company, 1998. Ear-
lier research based on the “Tan-Hsin Archives” includes
Mark Allee, Law and Local Society in Late Imperial China,
Stanford University Press, 1994.

*129 Translation Note: Chinese “Yamen衙门.”
*130 Translation Note: Chinese “Songshi 讼师.” Translation

taken from Melissa Macauley (1998).
111 Already published works include [Kathryn] Bernhardt

andHUANG [Philip C. C.], Civil Law in Qing and Repub-
lican China, 1994; HUANG [Philip C. C.], Civil Justice in
China: Representation and Practice in the Qing, 1996;
Melissa Macauley, Social Power and Legal Culture: Liti-
gation Masters in Late Imperial China, 1998; [Kathryn]
Bernhardt, Women andProperty inChina, 960–1949, 1999;
Bradley Reed, Talons and Teeth: County Clerks and Run-
ners in the Qing Dynasty, 2000; Matthew Sommer, Sex,
Law, and Society in Late Imperial China, 2000. All of
the above works were published by Stanford University
Press. Another book by HUANG [Philip C. C.], Code,
Custom, and Legal Practice in China: The Qing and the
Republic Compared, is also expected to be published in
the near future. [Published, 2002]
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force in the study of Chinese legal history in the
United States, after experiencing an early shift
from sinology to legal studies and history, has
once again shifted from legal studies to historical
studies. In fact, if we broaden our perspective,
the contribution of American research on Chi-
nese history to the field of legal history should
be reassessed.112

IX.

Before concluding this article, it is appropriate
to take some space to briefly examine the study
of Chinese legal history in Hong Kong.

By general standards, the study of Chinese
legal history in Hong Kong does not warrant a
separate section for discussion. Apart from a few
exceptional cases,113 there are hardly any Hong
Kong scholars who directly research the issues
discussed elsewhere in this article. The issues
that attract the attention of “Chinese legal histo-
rians” in Hong Kong are not only local but also
of practical significance. However, this rather
indicates that Hong Kong holds a very unique
place in the study of Chinese legal history, one
that deserves special attention.114

112 Hugh T. Scogin Jr., who received dual training in both
history and law, once recalled to me that his interest in
Chinese legal history at that timewas sparked by reading
Jonathan D. Spence’s The Death of Woman Wang (1978).
For the Chinese translation, see Jonathan D. Spence [Shi
Jingqian 史景迁], The Death of Woman Wang [Wang-
shi zhisi 王氏之死], translated by LI Xiaokai (李孝愷),
Rye Field Publishing, 2001. Recently translated and
published works such as Philip A. Kuhn’s Soulstealers
(translated by CHEN Jian (陈兼) and LIU Chang (刘昶)),
Shanghai Joint Publishing, 1999, and The City in Late Im-
perial China, edited by G. William Skinner (translated by
YE Guangting (叶光庭) et al., Zhonghua Book Company,
2000), are likewise worthy of attention from scholars
of Chinese legal history. Although not focused specifi-
cally on legal history, William Rowe’s study of Hankou
and FredericWakeman’s research on Shanghai both hold
significant value for legal historical research.

113 For example, Professor Billy K. L. SO of the Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong has been notably active in the field
of Chinese legal history in recent years. His works in-
clude Studies in the History of the Legal System of Tang
and Song China [Tang Song fazhi shi yanjiu 唐宋法制
史研究], The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1996,
and Prosperity, Region, and Institutions in Maritime
China: The South Fukien Pattern, 946–1368, The Har-
vard University Asia Centre, 2000. However, Professor
So’s research does not cover the Chinese legal tradition
in Hong Kong.

114 From February to May 2002, I conducted a research visit
at the Faculty of Law, University of Hong Kong, at the
invitation of the faculty in the capacity of a Sino-British
scholar. What is described below is based on what was
gained during that visit. I would like to express my sin-
cere gratitude to Professor Albert Chen Hung-yee (陈
弘毅), Dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of
Hong Kong, for arranging this opportunity. It should be

Since the 1840s, Hong Kong was gradually
ceded and leased to Britain,115 resulting in British
political governance and the implementation of
British law as the prevailing legal system. How-
ever, until the late 1960s, what was referred to
as Chinese law and customs continued to exist
within a significant portion of the Hong Kong
Chinese community. Although this segment of
law was an informal system, its existence and
application had a legal basis and was also re-
spected and recognized to a considerable extent
by the formal legal system.116 And after the
1970s, although most of the old “Chinese laws
and customs” were abolished by legislation, the
portions related to land in the New Territories
remained in effect. This segment of the law, in
conjunction with the traditional social structures
and old customs, not only had a broad influence,
but also embodied a living element to both the
law and history.117 With this in mind, it can be

noted that this section does not constitute a comprehen-
sive study of traditional Chinese law in Hong Kong; that
specific research will be completed at a later date.

115 According to the Unequal Treaties that the Qing court
was forced to sign with the British, Hong Kong Island
and the Kowloon Peninsula were ceded to Britain in 1842
and 1860 respectively, while the New Territories were
leased to Britain in 1898.

116 Of course, the position and attitude of courts that fully
followed the English legal tradition toward the appli-
cable Chinese traditional laws and customs were not
impervious to change. Generally speaking, in the first
half of the 20th century, unless the statutes explicitly
stated otherwise, the courts gave precedence to Chi-
nese laws and customs as the general laws applicable to
Chinese society. In the second half of the 20th century,
especially after the Strickland Report [Shi delin baogao
史德邻报告] (see below for details), the courts gave ap-
plication precedence to English law, and the burden of
proving its inapplicability shifted to the party asserting
that Chinese laws and customs should apply. See [D. J.]
Lewis, “A Requiem for Chinese Customary Law in Hong
Kong”, International and Comparative Law Quarterly,
Vol. 32, April 1983, pp. 347–379.

117 Regarding private law, the New Territories Land (Exemp-
tion) Ordinance [Xinjie tudi huomian tiaoli新界土地（豁
免）条例] (1994) can serve as an example. According
to the New Territories Ordinance of 1910, land located in
the New Territories was subject to Chinese traditional
laws and customs. In 1993, the Hong Kong Housing
Authority announced that Phases 1 to 4 of the Home
Ownership Scheme built on New Territories land were
still subject to the New Territories Ordinance [1910] due
to the absence of exemption procedures. Because the
matter involved the existing ownership and inheritance
rights of approximately 340,000 property units, the an-
nouncement sparked intense attention from all sectors,
ultimately leading to the passage of the New Territo-
ries Land (Exemption) Ordinance. During the process of
proposing, reviewing, and passing this new law, the
contest among various social interests and forces was
extremely intense. For detailed accounts, you can refer
to the reports published by various newspapers such as
Ming Pao [明報],Wah Kiu Yat Po [華僑日報], andWenWei
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said that Hong Kong’s Chinese legal history is
“Chinese” not only becauseHongKong oncewas,
and still is, a part of China, but also because
the traditional Chinese laws studied by scholars
in China and other parts of the world have not
merely become history in Hong Kong; they re-
main part of its present reality. Here, history has
not become a part of the past; rather, it extends
and integrates into the present.

The foundational work on the legal history
of Hong Kong is undoubtedly James William
Norton-Kyshe’s two-volume magnum opus, The
History of the Laws and Courts of Hong Kong.118
This book chronicles, year by year, nearly all
the significant legal and governmental events in
Hong Kong from its establishment up until 1898,
including some accounts of traditional Chinese
laws and customs. However, it is ultimatelyHong
Kong legal history, rather than a history of Hong
Kong’s traditional Chinese laws and customs.
In fact, for a long period of time, Chinese laws
and customs coexisted with English law without
being systematically studied. When people even-
tually began to study them, the approachwas not
purely academic. In October 1948, the Governor
of Hong Kong appointed a seven-member com-
mittee led by Sir G. E. Strickland to investigate the
application of Chinese laws and customs inHong
Kong since 1843. The committee was also tasked
with making recommendations on whether to
codify, modify, absorb, or abolish these Chinese
laws and customs, replacing them with other
laws if necessary. On December 8, 1950, the
committee submitted an investigative report ti-
tled “Chinese Laws and Customs in Hong Kong”
(also known as the “Strickland Report”). The
report provided a detailed discussion of the le-
gal foundation, application, and main content
of Chinese laws and customs in Hong Kong.119

Po [文匯報] between January and July 1994. Regarding
public law matters, examples involve electoral disputes
in villages of indigenous inhabitants in the New Territo-
ries. Related litigation was recently heard and decided
successively by the Hong Kong Court of First Instance,
the Court of Appeal, and the Court of Final Appeal.
For more information, see: Tse Kwan v Sang and Pat
Heung Rural Committee & Another (1999) 3 HKLRD
267; Chan Wah & Another v Hang Rural Committee
& Others (2000) 1 HKLRD 411; Secretary for Justice &
Others v Chan Wah & Others (2000) 3 HKLRD 641.

118 James William Norton-Kyshe, The History of the Laws and
Courts of Hong Kong, Two volumes, Hong Kong, 1971.

119 For details, see: Chinese Laws and Customs in Hong Kong,
The Government Printer, Hong Kong, 1953. Here, two
points may be noted in passing: (1) the content dis-
cussed in the report ismainly limited to the field of family
law, such as marriage, inheritance, and adoption, which
largely corresponds to the areas where so-called Chi-
nese laws and customs actually existed at the time. Land

This report is considered the most comprehen-
sive, systematic, and authoritative investigation
on “Chinese laws and customs” in Hong Kong’s
history. However, its focus was not academic;
instead, it was directed towards judicial policy
and legal practice.

From a legal-historical perspective, the most
noteworthy aspect ofHongKong’s “Chinese laws
and customs” is that they are both contemporary
and historical; they are both practical and the-
oretical. Scholars and judges have consistently
attempted to clearly define the exact meaning of
“Chinese laws and customs,” which originated
in the Qing dynasty and continue to be relevant
today.120 Administrative officials frequently en-
counter and deal with similar issues in their daily
work.121 Legal historians, anthropologists, and
former colonial officials often appear in court
as expert witnesses in cases involving “Chinese
laws and customs.” It is not uncommon for
judges to cite relevant scholarly research in their
legal reasoning, and the statutes and precedents
they refer to often date back several decades
or even more than a hundred years. Similarly,
standard textbooks and legal history writings
are filled with both past and present judicial
cases. Partly because of these reasons, legal his-
tory research in Hong Kong, a tradition rooted
in and primarily expressed through the English
language, has mainly focused on local experi-
ences. Other legal systems, such as the laws and
customs of southern China in the late Qing dy-
nasty or the experiences of other British colonies,
only come into the researchers’ view when it is
necessary to understand and explain the local
context.

At least since the publication of Chinese Laws
and Customs in Hong Kong, research on Chi-
nese legal history with a primary focus on local
legal issues in Hong Kong has continued un-
interrupted. Legal scholars, historians, and

is excluded, because land issues were confined to the
New Territories and were handled separately right from
the outset; (2) in the report published in 1953, the main
text of the report occupies only one-quarter of the full
length, while the appendices include relevant legislation,
case law, reports, judicial interpretations, commentaries,
expert opinions, questions for investigation, as well as re-
lated precedents and legislation etc. from Singapore, the
Republic of China, and the People’s Republic of China,
making the content extremely rich.

120 See Peter Wesley-Smith, The Sources of Hong Kong Law,
Hong Kong University Press, 1994, pp. 205–224.

121 For example, see: Stephen Selby, “Everything You
Wanted to Know About Chinese Customary Law (But
Were Afraid to Ask)”, Hong Kong Law Journal, 1991,
pp. 45–77.
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anthropologists have all contributed to this sub-
ject.122 However, up until now, no one has
written a comprehensive history of Chinese laws
and customs inHongKong.123 More notably, this
type of legal history research, which is strongly
grounded in contemporary reality, seems to exist
in a certain state of isolation and has not become
part of the broader field of Chinese legal history
research. Local scholars studying the remnants
of Chinese laws and customs in Hong Kong have
always been a minority, and they seem to have
little intention of engaging with the broader field
of Chinese legal history discussed in this con-
text. Although scholars from mainland China,
Taiwan, and other parts of the world have had
opportunities to testify as expert witnesses, with
few exceptions they have not gained a deep un-
derstanding of Hong Kong’s legal system or the
Chinese legal issues within it. Nor have they
attempted to integrate Hong Kong’s local Chi-
nese legal history into the broader Chinese legal
history they are familiar with. This situation
has meant that the unique significance of Hong
Kong’s Chinese legal history, a history of practise
and expression, has not received the attention
that it deserves.

X.

This paper has reviewed the history of modern
Chinese legal history over the past century since
its establishment and sought to clarify the devel-
opment of this particular fieldwithin themodern
knowledge system across different eras, regions,
and groups of people in terms of intellectual in-
terests, research methods, modes of narration,
and academic paradigms. Regardless of whether
this retrospective is complete or sufficient, it is
appropriate and useful to make some observa-
tions while temporarily bringing this intellectual
journey to a conclusion.

From the point of view of the divide between
tradition and modernity, the establishment of a
modern Chinese legal history in China can be
regarded as a small but indispensable link in the
modernization process of China. The ultimate

122 Among these, the contributions to legal studies research
from legal studies scholars and those with combined
backgrounds in both history and anthropology were
the most impressive. The more active authors, apart
from the previously cited Peter Wesley-Smith and [D. J.]
Lewis, include E. S. Haydon, James Hayes, D. M. Emrys
Evans, and Leonard Pegg, among others. Naturally, the
scholars mentioned here are limited to those based in
Hong Kong.

123 Even outside of Hong Kong, this work has only just be-
gun. For an attempt by amainland scholar, see SUYigong
(苏亦工), Chinese Law, Western Application [Zhongfa
xiyong中法西用], Social Sciences Academic Press, 2002.

establishment of modernity requires the support
of a modern body of knowledge, which is im-
portant not so much because it contains a great
deal of specific knowledge that was not known
to the previous generations, but because it pro-
vides people with a unique set of discourses and
worldviews, a set of ways of understanding and
interpreting the world. With this in mind, histor-
ical facts, which are often considered to be of no
practical use, are of irreplaceable importance.124
History tells the stories of the past, bestows on
people both imagination and hope, and in this
way allows them to discover, understand and de-
fine themselves. In this sense, we can say that
historical narratives cannot be independent of
ideology, whether it is the study of the history
of the Chinese legal system initiated by Liang
Qichao, the current discourse of legal history in
Taiwan, or Chinese legal history conducted out-
side China.

The development of Chinese legal history
studies in the world can be divided into two
stages. First, there was the founding and de-
velopment phase, which took place during the
first 50 years of the 20th century. By this time,
a modern narrative of Chinese legal history had
been established, but it was not yet free of naivety.
Taking the evolution of human history as its per-
spective, employing scientificmethods for critical
examination of historical materials, and apply-
ing modern legal concepts and the systematic
framework of legal codes to reorganize and rear-
range ancient legal materials—these constituted
the basic characteristics within the mainstream
discourse of legal-historical writing during this
time. Behind this discourse are the great nar-
rative models that had become popular since
the 19th century, such as scientism, universal-
ism, evolution, and historical progress. In fact,
legal history narratives characterized by such
great narrative styles did not disappear in the
second half of the twentieth century, and in some
places, they even retained their mainstream sta-
tus. The difference is that after the 1950s, with
the rise of theoretical self-awareness and critical
consciousness, therewas a growing introspection
regarding the process of knowledge creation, and
the internal structure and outlook of Chinese le-
gal history research were profoundly changed
as a result. An interesting contrast is that in
the United States, “Sino-centrism” is directed
at a certain kind of Weberian research aimed at

124 This kind of statement is clearly not applicable to Hong
Kong; in the Hong Kong context, knowledge of legal his-
tory can be directly transformed into important practical
knowledge, becoming something that determines the
interests and fates of the parties involved.
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overcoming external perspectives in the study of
Chinese history, while in China and Japan, schol-
ars who want to go beyond Western centrism
or its universalist variant directly or indirectly
regard Weber as an important resource. This
interesting phenomenon demonstrates the com-
plexity of Weber’s reasoning and shows that
Weberian theory can have different meanings
within different scholarly traditions. In fact, the
former’s* 131 departure from the Weberian tradi-
tion is not a return toMarxist historiography, and
the latter’s* 132 emphasis on Weberian theory is
not a simple revival in Weberian style research.
They both go beyond the past and enter into a
higher level of dialogue with each other.

Looking back at the study of Chinese legal
history over the past century, it is easy to see the
significance of historical materials. The discov-
ery of new materials, whether they are artefacts
unearthed, collated, and re-published ancient
books, or newly opened archives, all may attract
the attention of scholars, resulting in the redistri-
bution of academic resources and the promotion
of related research. However, as has already
been pointed out, the importance of historical
material is ultimately determined by theory, and
it is theory that gives meaning to the material.
In terms of the types of materials and their im-
portance, the general trend over the past few
decades has been a decrease in the relative impor-
tance of classical, canonical, and codex materials
and an increase in the importance of various
types of excavated artefacts, government records,
public and private documents, civil contracts,
and survey reports. This change was facilitated
partly by the convergence between the social sci-
ences and the study of history, and partly by the
spread of new historical, philosophical, and cul-
tural theories. As a result, scholars have shifted
their interest from substantive norms to proce-
dures and processes, from legal codes to trials,
from expression to practice, from major tradi-
tions to minor ones, from ideology to everyday
life, and from the state to society. In the process,
interdisciplinary and cross-national academic ex-
changes and cooperation have been strengthened
and are playing an increasingly important role.
Nevertheless, inter-disciplinary and geographic
traditions and differences persist, and these dif-
ferences are sustained by various factors, such
as paradigms, academic communities, or insti-
tutions. The existence of different disciplines

*131 Translation Note: Understood here to refer to research in
the USA.

*132 Translation Note: Understood here to refer to research in
China and Japan.

and regional traditions forms the foundation for
exchange, but judging from the current situa-
tion, sufficient and fruitful exchanges—whether
between different regions or within the same
region—still need to be developed and deepened.

(Translated by Vincent Conway and Sandra
Michelle Röseler)
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