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Introduction 

What politics is, and what outcomes it should seek to bring about is a more than 

three thousand-year-old debate. Over these millennia, various ideas have come 

up, including among them the notion that the exercise of political power should 

be guided by a mechanism of checks and balances, that a government should be 

legitimate among the people by means of a universal suffrage and that people 

have a right to revolution, including through violent means, to usher in the desired 

ends. On the other hand, highly-regarded sages have made the case that strict 

social hierarchy should be adhered to for harmony to be achieved. This 

demonstrates the extent to which ideas are a product of their historical context – 

both in justifying and indeed in arguing against the pervading norms of their place 

and time, they nonetheless reflect the context of their emergence. In this 

contribution to the series, we look at the originators of significant ideas which 

have made their way to our time and have held sway in political histories of 

various countries and the globe as a whole. The criteria for selection included 

affirmative answers to the following questions. Were the individuals making 

arguments which had hitherto not been made before their own time? Did these 

ideas find expression in the practices and governance systems of one or more 

countries? And do they continue to inspire debate among political practitioners 

and political scientists? 

Confucius (c. 551-479 BCE) 

Matters of social and political thought have been at the centre of Chinese thought 

from its foundations, through to contemporary times. So intertwined have these 

two spheres been that “neither “social” nor “political” have ready correlates in 

Chinese prior to the nineteenth century” (Angle, 2016: 1). Instead, these were 

seen by Chinese thinkers as being rooted in the same basic elements and bearing 

interlinked consequences. Thus, for many of these thinkers “no firm distinction 

is made between the realms of political, social, and even family or individual” 

(Angle, 2016: 1). One of the foremost among these thinkers, indeed the one who 

bears the greatest influence is Confucius. Confucius, like many philosophers of 

his time in China, was writing in the wake of the collapse of the political unity of 

China was thus attempting to re-introduce the basic ideas which had produced 

this golden age. In this regard, his thought was typified by a focus on emphasising 

those elements which he deemed essential, including hierarchy, virtue, and 

meritocracy as well the notion of the family as being a microcosm as well as a 

lower level of state life. 
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Confucius’ thought, preserved in the Lunyu or the Analects, are the basis of the 

thought that later took place in China in matters of the education and formation 

of the ideal person, which carries over into the ideal citizen, as he was concerned 

with “how such an individual should live his life and interact with others, and the 

forms of society and government in which he should participate” (Riegel, 2016: 

1). In matters of governance, his political ideas were rooted in his belief that “a 

ruler should learn self-discipline, should govern his subjects by his own example, 

and should treat them with love and concern” (Riegel, 2016: 1). As he put it, “if 

the people be led by laws, and uniformity among them be sought by punishments, 

they will try to escape punishment and have no sense of shame. If they are led by 

virtue, and uniformity sought among them through the practice of ritual propriety, 

they will possess a sense of shame and come to you of their own accord” (Lunyu 

2.3). In advocating for an exemplary leader, rather than one who governed strictly 

on the basis of impersonal codes, he went unheard for much of in his own lifetime 

which only furthered his commitment to his conviction, whilst being vociferous 

in his criticism of the Legalistic scholars. 

He attributed China’s demise in his own time to the fact that “those who wielded 

power, as well as those who occupied subordinate positions, did so by making 

claim to titles for which they were not worthy” (Riegel, 2016). He insisted that 

“good government consists in the ruler being a ruler, the minister being a minister, 

the father being a father, and the son being a son” (Lunyu 12.11). For Confucius, 

“zhengming does not seem to refer to the ‘rectification of names’ (this is the way 

the term is most often translated by scholars of the Analects), but instead to 

rectifying the behavior of people and the social reality so that they correspond to 

the language with which people identify themselves and describe their roles in 

society” (Riegel, 2016). This he thought should apply to the whole society, 

starting at the highest level of government, as he thought this was where the gap 

between names and the reality on the ground had began: as he put it to one of the 

rulers who heeded his wisdom: “the moral character of the ruler is the wind; the 

moral character of those beneath him is the grass. When the wind blows, the grass 

bends” (Lunyu 12.19). 

Confucius ideas flourished centuries after his death as the Neo-Confucian era 

started in the early Song dynasty, which was founded in the year 960. “A 

combination of social and political changes create fertile ground for new socio-

political theorizing” (Riegel, 2016). This was partially due to a desire at 

distinguishing itself by the Song from their Tang predecessors who had ruled 

from 618 to 907. In the Tang dynasty, what was more important “had been one’s 

pedigree, and the society was organized around something close to a state-

sponsored aristocracy.” Thus, in seeking to assert themselves, “the leaders of the 
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new Song dynasty settled on a partnership with a transformed elite class, now 

based more in education and claims of merit than in ancestry” (Riegel, 2016). 

Instead of official families, the elite become a “community of the educated”; Song 

society is far more literate and published than its Tang predecessor, and scholars 

generally refer to the new elite as the “literati” (Riegel, 2016; see also Bol 2008: 

31–9). Whilst opposed to aristocracy as it had been under the Tang, the Neo-

Confucians nonetheless held hereditary monarchy as the best form of 

government. 

The last years of the Qing dynasty, in power from 1644 to 1911, and the early 

decades of the twentieth century were characterised by an explosion of political 

thought in China, “under the twin stimuli of domestic challenges and encounters 

with foreign political philosophies” (Riegel, 2016). In particular, the Russian 

Revolution of 1917 inspired Communism in China, and this was exemplified by 

the emergence of the Communist Party of China, founded in 1921. Once in power, 

the Communist Party first sought to circumvent the influence of Confucianism, 

denouncing it as a bourgeois philosophy that had justified feudalism, and 

encouraged complacency. However, as China’s economy has grown, the country 

has sought to re-introduce Confucianism with some circumscription, particularly 

as a “soft power” (attractiveness) lever, as anxieties emerge with many threatened 

by China’s increasingly likely status as the next global hegemon. This is 

exemplified in the establishment of over 520 Confucius Institutes between 2004 

and 2019 throughout the globe. This has coincided with a growing interest among 

Chinese and Western philosophers in the principles of Confucianism. 

Aristotle (384–322 BCE) 

Aristotle’s landmark achievements are only a part of his legacy. In other realms 

of modern scientific and philosophical thought he is a conventional starting point, 

including in biology, physics, logic, metaphysics and ethics. “Along with his 

teacher Plato, Aristotle is generally regarded as one of the most influential ancient 

thinkers in a number of philosophical fields, including political theory,” writes 

the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. His works, surviving as remnants and 

kept alive by the diligent work of Muslim scholars, were incorporated into 

Christian dogma through the work of St. Thomas Aquinas. In his own lifetime, 

he was a highly-regarded thinker, serving as a Tutor to the future king Alexander 

the Great, as well as founding a popular academy, known as the Lyceum. 

In his political thought, Aristotle differed from his teacher, Plato by emphasising 

empiricism; choosing to review the constitutions of dozens of constitutions 

existing in his time and offering examinations of the social orders they produced 

and their merits. Furthermore, Aristotle understood politics as a normative (i.e., 
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direction giving) discipline rather than as a purely empirical or descriptive inquiry 

stating in the Nicomachean Ethics that as ‘political science’ were to be studied 

across such sites as the city-state, as well as the household; in essence, wherever 

authority and obedience were to be seen. 

In his studies of various constitutions, the constitution which he regarded as ideal, 

he deemed best that according to which each and every citizen had “moral virtue” 

as well as the mechanisms by which to practice it, “and thereby attain a life of 

excellence and complete happiness” (Miller, 1998). Despite his characterisation 

of democracy being a “deviant constitution,” he nonetheless argued that “a case 

might be made for popular rule” (Miller, 1998). As he argued, rule by the many 

may hold more virtue than rule by the virtuous few, with the greater being greater 

than the sum of its parts. Other interpretations of his work have been less inclined 

towards this view, however, and as a result he continues wield influence and 

inspire debate among present-day political philosophers of various persuasions, 

including, according to Miller, conservatives, communitarians, liberals and 

libertarians as well as and democratic theorists. 

John Locke (1632- 1704) 

John Locke is one of the Western world’s most influential philosophers. In the 

Two Treatises of Government, Locke defends the assertion that people are equal 

by virtue of being human beings, as opposed to being subjects under divinely 

ordained monarchies. He argued that people have rights, including to life, liberty 

and property. These in turn, rested on a foundation that was free of the particular 

laws of given societies. “Locke used the claim that men are naturally free and 

equal as part of the justification for understanding legitimate political government 

as the result of a social contract where people in the state of nature conditionally 

transfer some of their rights to the government in order to better ensure the stable, 

comfortable enjoyment of their lives, liberty, and property” (Tuckness, 2018).  

In the relationship between the populace and the government, the notion of 

legitimacy was central. “Since governments exist by the consent of the people in 

order to protect the rights of the people and promote the public good, governments 

that fail to do so can be resisted and replaced with new governments” (Tuckness, 

2018). The philosophy of John Locke is therefore widely noted as being the first 

to defend the people’s right to revolt, and being the most unequivocal in this 

regard. In this regard, he is one of the originators of modern constitutionalism. In 

his Letter Concerning Toleration, he denied the idea that force could be employed 

in order to bring people to the ruler’s perceived “true religion” and in that way, 

was among the foremost advocates of separation of church and state, which was 

to be later embraced by the founding fathers of the United States of America. 
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Montesquieu (1689- 1755) 

Montesquieu’s philosophy held that there are three forms of governments. The 

first were republican governments, which can be either democratic or aristocratic 

forms. The second and third were monarchies and despotisms.  Unlike his 

predecessors, and especially Aristotle, the Frenchman Montesquieu did not seek 

to distinguish forms of government based on “the virtue of the sovereign” (Bok, 

2003). For instance, his basis for distinguishing between monarchy and despots 

was not the virtue of the monarch; rather, on whether her rule was based on “fixed 

and established laws” (Spirit of the Laws, 1748 [2001]: 25). 

Montesquieu saw despotism as “a standing danger for any government not 

already despotic, and argued that it could best be prevented by a system in which 

different bodies exercised legislative, executive, and judicial power, and in which 

all those bodies were bound by the rule of law” (Bok, 2003). This idea has held 

sway in most democracies today; first finding expression in the United States’ 

constitution, it has been a characteristic of modern day democracies, and 

demonstration of it is one of the requirements for European states seeking to gain 

membership in the European Union (EU). 

For these reasons, Montesquieu is regarded as one of the most influential political 

philosophers.  

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712—1778) 

Though influential among thinkers of his own and subsequent generations 

(including Immanuel Kant, whose routine afternoon walk was reportedly only 

interrupted by a reading of his Emile), Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s own view of 

philosophers was firmly negative, “seeing philosophers as the post-hoc 

rationalizers of self-interest, as apologists for various forms of tyranny, and as 

playing a role in the alienation of the modern individual from humanity’s natural 

impulse to compassion” (Bertram, 2010). The principal preoccupation in his work 

was locating a way to preserve freedom in the face of widening social relations 

and industrialisation. As Rousseau saw it, in the present world, people evaluated 

“their very sense of self from the opinion of others,” which he saw as “corrosive 

of freedom and destructive of individual authenticity” (Bertram, 2010). In his 

later work, he was concerned with how best to obtain and preserve liberty. In this 

regard he came up with two ways. The first was political in nature, “aimed at 

constructing political institutions that allow for the co-existence of free and equal 

citizens in a community where they themselves are sovereign,” whilst the second 

was based on the idea that the society could ensure the careful management of 
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child development and education “that fosters autonomy and avoids the 

development of the most destructive forms of self-interest” (Bertram, 2010). 

Rousseau’s first major work of political philosophy, A Discourse on the Sciences 

and Arts, was written as a response to an essay contest, in which he argued that 

“the progression of the sciences and arts has caused the corruption of virtue and 

morality” (Delaney, 2011). This was the basis of his later opus, The Discourse on 

the Origin of Inequality, which posited that people are good by their nature, but 

had been “corrupted” by the “complex historical events that resulted in present 

day civil society” (Delaney, 2011). This persisted in his later works, most notably 

in his book on the philosophy of education, Emile, and his greatest text on politics 

titled The Social Contract. The latter sought to outline ways in which a 

government may protect equality among the populace, famously observing that 

“man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains” (p. 131). In this regard, many 

scholars have observed a paradox in individuals surrendering their unbridled 

freedom to a government in the hopes that it will preserve their rights. “Proper 

intervention on the part of the Sovereign is therefore best understood as that 

which secures the freedom and equality of citizens rather than that which limits 

them. Ultimately, the delicate balance between the supreme authority of the state 

and the rights of individual citizens is based on a social compact that protects 

society against factions and gross differences in wealth and privilege among its 

members” (Delaney, 2011). 

Thomas Paine (1737- 1809) 

Unlike other philosophers so far encountered, Thomas Paine was steeped in the 

politics of his times and advanced the notions for which he was arguing. A British 

citizen, the pamphleteer was involved in the American and French revolutions. 

He would even go on to be a participant in the French Revolution, and a member 

of the National Convention (1792-95). In his pamphlet Common Sense (1776), he 

riled up the spirits of the American revolutionaries, whilst Rights of Man (1791–

2) “was the most widely read pamphlet in the movement for reform in Britain in 

the 1790s and for the opening decades of the nineteenth century” (Philp, 2019). 

In the former text, he made the argument that “society is produced by our wants 

and government by our wickedness; the former promotes our happiness positively 

by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our vices.” It is 

because of this that he characterised government as “a necessary evil,” and “in its 

worst state an intolerable one.” Paine scholars have noted that this was an 

extension on the work of Locke, without the seventeenth writer’s allusions to 

God, though no evidence of his having encountered his work. Paine is also is 

widely regarded as the originator of the modern welfare state. 
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In light of this, the subsequent problem is the precise nature of the government. 

For Paine, “the simpler anything is, the less liable it is to be disordered”, and in 

this regard, advocated for a “republican government,” thereby dismissing 

monarchy. Paine scholars think this was the product of Paine’s own time, with 

Paine’s apparent republicanism being mainly an attack on King George III.  

Karl Marx (1818–1883) 

Karl Marx’s works served as a basis for dozens of communist regimes in the 

world, beginning in 1917 with Russia, which became the Soviet Union, went on 

to be dominant in many countries for much of the twentieth century (see Figure 

1). Indeed, few political thinkers have had their work hold as much sway over the 

world, in a relatively short period of time. A popular adage is that there were, for 

a time, more Marxists than Christians in the world, given the billions of people 

who lived under states that were led by leaders who identified with this 

philosophy and enacted it. 

The core tenets of Karl Marx’s political theories are debated to date in political 

philosophy, economics, sociology, and contemporary critiques of media, gender 

and race relations. Karl Marx’s ideas were mainly economical in nature, as he 

saw this as the “base” of social life, and politics only its “superstructure”. In other 

words, the economic system determines such characteristics of the superstructure 

including culture and political power structures. Thus, the notion of class 

pervaded his theories. Among the more readily relevant to politics is historical 

materialism, which was essentially Marx’s account of history. This theory is 

based on the idea that forms of society rise and fall on the basis of human 

productive power. “Marx sees the historical process as proceeding through a 

necessary series of modes of production, characterized by class struggle, 

Figure 1. Map of states with a history of communist regimes. 
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culminating in communism” after having gone through the stages of capitalism 

and then socialism. Marx, however, did not aim to predict in great detail as to the 

precise timelines on which this would play itself out, though he did identify 

Germany and Britain, as leaders in the Industrial Revolution, to be the first given 

their stages of development. It is one of the ironies of Marxism, therefore, that 

his ideas took hold and found implementation in two of the most industrially 

backward societies in Eurasia (Russia, then China), and subsequently the so-

called Third World (Africa and Southeast Asia). 

Mao Zedong (1893-1976) 

Mao Zedong’s life was deeply tied to his experiences as a revolutionary in China, 

engaged in the process of thrusting out the Nationalist government which he 

deemed illegitimate, along with the Japanese colonial forces.  This culminated on 

the first of October in 1949 when he declared the People’s Republic of China at 

the behest of the Communist Party of China (CPC) which he led. He maintained 

the moniker of “Chairman Mao” for the remainder of his political life. 

As a Marxist thinker, Mao’s theories of politics centred on class struggle and the 

notion of contradiction. As Mao saw it, contradiction was the outcome of 

opposing forces, particularly in the relationship of the elite bourgeoisie and the 

proletariat masses. For Mao, therefore, it was only through the revolution that the 

proletariat could transform itself into the ruling class. “It is through struggle that 

their status is changed. These first two aspects are identified by Mao as the unity 

or identity of opposite forces. Mao points out that the identity of opposites, 

although important, is relative, temporary and conditional. In contrast, the 

struggle of opposite forces is absolute and unconditional in contradiction” 

(Zheng, 2015: 88). In the lead up to the revolution, the politics of contradiction 

are no less important as “the struggle that arises from the contradiction between 

the people and the enemy…is the principal content of politics before the 

establishment of the communist political regime” (Zheng, 2015: 90). Put 

differently, the class struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeois, which is 

best understood as the irreconcilable enemy, is the crescendo of political action 

at the “founding moment” (Zheng, 2015: 90). In Maoist philosophy, political 

power, therefore, stems “from the barrel of the gun” because “politics at the 

founding moment is directly related to violence. It is a life-and-death struggle” 

(Zheng, 2015: 90). 
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Kwame Nkrumah (1912-1972) 

Like Mao Zedong, Kwame Nkrumah’s political philosophy was derived and in 

turn guided his political work; first as an anti-colonial leader and subsequently as 

president of Ghana. Nkrumah believed that “colonial powers were directly 

responsible for Ghana and Africa’s economic, political, cultural, and social 

underdevelopment” (p 13: 1968). In his policies and speeches, Nkrumah acted on 

his conviction that independence meant only a first step towards Ghanaian and 

African independence. 

In his 1968-published Handbook of Revolutionary Warfare (the first manuscript 

of which the author claimed had been “handed over to imperialist and neo-

colonialist intelligence organisations by the military and police traitors” after his 

overthrow in 1966), Nkrumah (by then deposed and living in Guinea as an 

honorary co-president) noted an association between imperialism and neo-

colonialism, writing that “it is precisely the increasing dependence of the 

imperialist system on neo-colonialist exploitation on an international scale which 

renders its existence so precarious, and its future so uncertain” (p 13: 1968). 

Further, “Nkrumah emphasized class divisions as central to capitalist societies. 

Nkrumah saw that non-socialist societies comprise the subject class and the ruling 

class. The ruling class generally establishes political dominance and monopolizes 

economic production. The subject class is economically and politically 

dominated by the ruling class and ultimately serves their interests” (Botwe-

Asamoah, 2005). For him, Marxism was closely linked to what he saw as 

traditional African culture, especially in his understanding of communalism in 

practised in many pre-colonial societies on the continent (Botwe-Asamoah, 

2005).  

Nkrumah is also widely remembered for his practical brand of Pan-Africanism 

which championed for a single country on the continent as he saw Africa as being 

particularly vulnerable to external imposition so long as it persisted as being a 

collection of independent states based on arbitrary and colonially-drawn up 

borders. This has found some expression in the form of the Organisation of 

African Unity founded in 1963 and remains in pursuit within the auspices of its 

successor organisation, the 53-member state African Union. 

Frantz Fanon (1925–1961) 

Frantz Fanon was born in Martinique, a French colony. His work still carries 

influence in numerous societies in Africa and the broader global South. In his 

own lifetime, he published two major books, Black Skin, White Masks in 1952 

and The Wretched of the Earth in 1961. Toward the African Revolution was 
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posthumously published in 1964. These are all works which are still taught and 

studied in most Postcolonialism studies programmes. Fanon’s work focused on 

the core issues of his day, including colonialism and racism as well as the 

corruption of the postcolonial African states. He also sought to participate in the 

decolonisation process in African countries, including serving as the Provisional 

Algerian Government’s ambassador to Ghana. “His participation in the Algerian 

revolutionary struggle shifted his thinking from theorizations of blackness to a 

wider, more ambitious theory of colonialism, anti-colonial struggle, and visions 

for a postcolonial culture and society” (Drabinski, 2019). 

In his works, he wrote that colonialism was necessarily violent and that, therefore, 

violence was the only appropriate response in the efforts to throw it off. He also 

warned of a neo-colonialism that he saw as inevitable due to the very nature of 

colonialism which rendered colonies virtually entirely reliant on their colonisers 

and the continued interest in their former colonies by the former ‘mother 

countries’ which linked up with a willingness to cooperate by the new and 

incoming postcolonial ruling class whom he argued had been taught to self-hate 

their blackness by colonialism so much that they could oppress the black 

populations whom they now governed. 
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