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The Historical Formation of “The Son of Heaven Acts as the Father and Mother of the People”: A study

centered on the Hongfan

Rixuan Wang
School of Marxism, Zhejiang Normal University, Jinhua, Zhejiang

[ Abstract] “The Son of Heaven acts as the father and mother of the people, and thereby becomes the king of the
world” is a core ideological concept regarding the ethical relationship between the ruler and the people within the political
ethics of the “family-state” (jia tian xia). This paper examines the historical formation of this concept and argues that it was
conceived in the political civilization of the Xia and Shang dynasties, catalyzed by the tyrannical kingship of the late Shang
and the revolutionary transition from Shang to Zhou (the Zhou conquest), and ultimately brought to fruition in the profound
reflections of Jizi, a political elite of the late Shang. The paper first analyzes the textual structure and logical reasoning of
the “Huangji” (Great Standard) section in the Hongfan (Great Plan), demonstrating that the idea of “acting as the parent of
the people” is internally coherent within this section and should be attributed to Jizi rather than being a later interpolation.
However, the title “Son of Heaven” (Tianzi) was likely a revision or addition after the establishment of the patriarchal clan
system in the Western Zhou. Furthermore, the paper reveals the intellectual origins and practical conditions for the
historical formation of this concept from two dimensions: the tradition of virtuous governance since the Xia—Shang period
and the strengthening of royal power in the late Shang. This paper contends that the core significance of “The Son of
Heaven acts as the father and mother of the people, and thereby becomes the king of the world” lies in its use of familial
ethics to endow the sovereign with the political responsibility and ethical obligation to nurture and educate the people,
thereby reconciling the otherwise irreconcilable contradiction between ruler and ruled in the “family-state” political system
and forging a harmonious and unified socio-political community.
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