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INTRODUCTION:

THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
THREE PRINCIPLES
OF THE PEOPLE

The Three Principles
of the People stand
as one of the most
influential political
ideologies in modern
Chinese history. First
articulated by Dr. Sun
Yat-sen in the early
twentieth century,
these

principles—Nationalism
, Democracy, and
Livelihood—were
designed to guide
China out of imperial

decline and foreign
domination toward a
sovereign, free, and
prosperous nation.
While their immediate
context was early
Republican China, the
ideas embedded in the
Three Principles of
the People continue
to resonate in
discussions about
governance, social
justice, and national
identity across East
Asia and beyond. This
article explores each
principle in depth,
examines their
historical development,
and reflects on their
relevance in the
twenty-first century.
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To understand the
Three Principles of
the People, one must
first appreciate the
turmoil of late Qing
dynasty China. By the
end of the nineteenth
century, the empire
was weakened by
internal rebellions,
unequal treaties
imposed by Western
powers, and a growing
sense of national
humiliation. Sun Yat-
sen, a physician turned
revolutionary, sought a
comprehensive

remedy. He studied
political systems in
Europe, America, and
Japan, synthesizing
ideas that could
address China’s unique
challenges. The result
was a three-part

These principles were
not merely abstract
ideals; they were
intended as a practical
blueprint for nation-
building.

The Role
of
Foreign
Influence
S

Sun Yat-sen drew
inspiration from
Abraham Lincoln’s
“government of the
people, by the people,
for the people,” which
he adapted to Chinese
circumstances. He also
incorporated elements
from Western

2 Three Principles Of The People 2024-01-24



Three Principles Of The People 3

democratic theory and
socialist thought.
However, he insisted

that the Three
Principles of the
People were

fundamentally Chinese
in spirit, tailored to the
nation’s specific need
to overcome feudalism
and colonial
subjugation. This blend
of global and local
thinking gave the
principles an enduring
appeal.

PRINCIPLE ONE:
NATIONALISM ([]]

[)

Nationalism, the first of
the Three Principles
of the People,
addresses the core
issue of national
identity and
sovereignty. In Sun
Yat-sen’s view, China
was not a modern
nation-state but a
“loose sheet of sand”
composed of diverse

ethnic groups lacking
unity. He argued that
genuine nationalism
required two steps:
first, the overthrow of
the Manchu-led Qing
dynasty (which he saw
as a foreign ruling
house), and second,
the cultivation of a
shared civic identity
among all Chinese
people, including Han,
Manchu, Mongol,
Tibetan, and Muslim
communities.

Anti-
Imperialis
m and
Self-
Determin



ation

A critical component of
this principle was
resistance to foreign
imperialism. Sun Yat-
sen believed that
without true
independence, China
could never achieve
democratic governance
or economic well-
being. He advocated
for the abolition of
unequal treaties and
the restoration of tariff
autonomy. This anti-
imperialist stance
resonated deeply with
Chinese intellectuals
and the masses, and it
later influenced both
the Kuomintang
(Nationalist Party) and
the Chinese
Communist Party,
though each
interpreted nationalism
differently. In today’s
context, the emphasis
on sovereignty remains

a powerful lens for
understanding China’s
foreign policy and its
insistence on territorial
integrity.

Cultural
and
Ethnic
Unity

The principle of
nationalism also
promoted cultural
renaissance. Sun Yat-
sen encouraged the
revival of traditional
Chinese virtues—such
as loyalty, filial piety,
and integrity—as a
foundation for national
strength. He
distinguished this from
xenophobia,

advocating instead for
a confident, inclusive
nationalism that could
stand equal among
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world powers. This
nuanced approach
distinguishes the
Three Principles of
the People from more
aggressive forms of
nationalism seen
elsewhere.

PRINCIPLE TWO:
DEMOCRACY ([JJ00)

The second principle,
Democracy, is often
translated as “civil
rights” or “people’s
rights.” Sun Yat-sen
believed that political
power should
ultimately rest with the
people, but he was
critical of Western-
style democracy, which
he thought could lead
to gridlock and
corruption. He
proposed a hybrid
system that combined
representative
government with direct
democratic
mechanisms.

Separatio
n of

Powers—
and More

Whereas Western
democracies typically
separate power into
executive, legislative,
and judicial branches,
Sun Yat-sen added two
additional powers:
examination (to ensure
merit-based civil
service) and control (to

audit government
officials). This five-
power constitution

aimed to prevent the
abuses he observed in
Western political
systems. The idea was
to create a government
that was both efficient
and accountable.
Though never fully
implemented on the



Chinese mainland, this
concept influenced the
political structure of
the Republic of China
in Taiwan.

Rights of
the
People:
Four Key
Tools

Sun Yat-sen also
outlined four direct
political rights for
citizens: election,
recall, initiative, and
referendum. He
envisioned that these
tools would allow
ordinary people to
check the power of
their representatives.
By combining
representative

democracy with direct
democracy, the Three

Principles of the
People sought to
balance popular
sovereignty with
effective governance.
This model anticipated
many later debates
about participatory
democracy and civic
engagement.

The
Principle
of
Political
Tutelage

Importantly, Sun Yat-
sen proposed a
transitional period
called “political
tutelage,” during which
the Kuomintang would
guide the people in
exercising their
democratic rights. He
argued that a society
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long accustomed to
autocracy needed
gradual education
before full democracy
could be introduced.
This concept remains
controversial: critics
see it as a justification
for one-party rule,
while supporters argue
it was a realistic
approach to political
development in a
largely illiterate and
rural society.

PRINCIPLE THREE:
LIVELIHOOD ({J00)

The third principle,
Livelihood, is arguably
the most original and
forward-looking. It
addresses economic
justice, social welfare,
and the material well-
being of the people.
Sun Yat-sen famously
stated, “Livelihood is
the central force in
historical progress.” He
sought to create a
system that would

prevent the extremes
of capitalism and
communism.

Equalizati
on of
Land
Rights

A cornerstone of the
Livelihood principle
was land reform. Sun
Yat-sen advocated for
the “equalization of
land rights,” meaning
that the state should
tax land according to
its value and
eventually purchase it
from private owners to
redistribute to farmers.
He believed that land
speculation was a
primary cause of social
inequality. His ideas on
land reform later
influenced policy in
Taiwan and, in a more



radical form, on the
Chinese mainland
under Mao Zedong.

Requlatio
n of
Capital
and State
Ownershi

P

Sun Yat-sen recognized
the power of capitalism
to generate wealth but
also its potential to
create exploitation. He
proposed that large-
scale enterprises and
key industries—such as
banking,

transportation, and
utilities—be owned or
tightly requlated by the
state. This was not
socialism as commonly

understood: rather, it

was a pragmatic
approach to ensure
that economic

development benefited
the whole society. He
called this “controlling
capital” to prevent
private monopolies
from dominating the
economy.

Social
Welfare
and
Public
Services

The Livelihood
principle also included
provisions for public
health, education, old-
age pensions, and
disaster relief. Sun Yat-
sen envisioned a
modern welfare state
where the government
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actively worked to
reduce poverty and
improve living
standards. This was a
radical departure from
the laissez-faire
policies of the late
Qing. In many ways,
the third principle
anticipated the welfare
states that emerged in
Europe after World War
Il.

COMPARATIVE
PERSPECTIVES:
THE THREE
PRINCIPLES OF
THE PEOPLE IN
EAST ASIA

The influence of the
Three Principles of
the People extends
beyond mainland
China. In Taiwan, the
Republic of China’s
government  officially
embraced the
principles as the
foundation of its
constitution. For

decades, they were
taught in schools and
used to legitimize the

Kuomintang’s rule.
Even today, the
principles are

referenced in political
discourse, though their
practical application
has evolved with
democratization.

In the People’'s
Republic of China, the
Communist Party
acknowledges Sun Yat-
sen’s historical role but
has reinterpreted the
principles within a
Marxist framework. For
instance, the principle
of Livelihood is seen as
precursor to socialist
economic policies,
while Nationalism is
merged with the
party’s own narrative
of national
rejuvenation. Despite
ideological differences,
both sides of the
Taiwan Strait claim Sun
Yat-sen’s legacy,



demonstrating the
enduring power of his
ideas.

Global
Relevanc
e

Beyond China, the
Three Principles of
the People have been
studied by political
scientists and
historians as an early
example of “third way”
thinking—attempting
to transcend the binary
of capitalism versus
communism. Sun Yat-
sen’'s emphasis on
national sovereignty,
democratic

participation, and
social welfare
resonates with

developing countries
seeking to build stable,
prosperous nations
without adopting either

10

fully Western or fully
Soviet models. In an
era of rising inequality
and populist
nationalism, his call for
a balanced approach
between liberty,
equality, and fraternity
remains timely.

CRITICISMS AND
CHALLENGES

No comprehensive
treatment of the Three
Principles of the
People would be
complete without
acknowledging

criticisms. Some
scholars argue that the
principles are internally
contradictory. For
example, the concept
of political tutelage can
be used to indefinitely
postpone democracy.
Others point out that
Sun Yat-sen's
economic ideas were
vague and never fully
fleshed out into a
coherent policy
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platform. In practice,
neither the
Kuomintang nor the
Chinese Communist
Party fully
implemented all three
principles as originally
envisioned.

Moreover, the principle
of Nationalism, while
unifying in the context
of anti-imperialism, can
become exclusionary
when applied to
minorities or
neighboring nations.
During the Kuomintang
era, it sometimes
justified assimilationist
policies toward
indigenous groups. In
recent years, some
have questioned
whether the principles
are still relevant in a
globalized world where
transnational

challenges like climate
change and pandemics
require cooperation
beyond the nation-
state. Yet proponents
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argue that the core
values—sovereignty,
democracy, and social
justice—are timeless.

CONCLUSION: A
LIVING IDEA

The Three Principles
of the People are far
more than a historical
artifact. They represent
a bold attempt to
synthesize the best of
Eastern and Western
political thought to
address the problems
of a nation in crisis.
Nationalism,

Democracy, and
Livelihood remain
powerful keywords in
political philosophy,
each posing
fundamental questions:
What does it mean to
belong to a nation?
How can ordinary
people truly govern
themselves? And how
can we organize our
economies to serve the
common good? While



the specific answers
proposed by Sun Yat-
sen may have been
shaped by the early
twentieth century, the
guestions themselves
are eternal. As
societies around the
world continue to
grapple with these
issues, the Three
Principles of the
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People will likely
retain their place in the
global conversation
about how to build a
just and durable
political order. Whether
studied as history or
invoked as inspiration,
they remind us that
political ideas can
change the world.
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