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UNDERSTANDING
THE THREE
PRINCIPLES OF
THE PEOPLE: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO SUN YAT-SEN’S
VISION

The  story  of  modern
China  is  inseparable
from  the  intellectual
legacy of Dr. Sun Yat-
sen  and  his  enduring
political  philosophy
known  as  The  Three
Principles  of  the
People. Often referred
to  as  the  cornerstone
of  republican  thought
i n  C h i n a ,  t h e s e

principles—Nationalism
,  Democracy ,  and
Livelihood—were  more
than  just  abstract
idea ls .  They  were
c o n c e i v e d  a s  a
practical  blueprint  for
t r a n s f o r m i n g  a
fractured, semi-colonial
empire  into  a  unified,
p r o s p e r o u s ,  a n d
sovereign  modern
nation.  For  scholars,
historians, and political
enthusiasts  al ike,
understanding  these
principles  is  essential
t o  g r a s p i n g  t h e
ideological foundations
that  shaped  20th-
century East Asia. This
article  explores  each
principle  in  depth,
e x a m i n e s  t h e i r
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historical  context,
t r a c e s  t h e i r
implementation,  and
considers  their  lasting
relevance  in  today's
political  landscape.

The
Historical
Genesis:
Why
These
Principles
Were
Born
To  truly  understand
The Three Principles
of  the  People,  one
must  first  appreciate
the dire circumstances
of  early  20th-century
C h i n a .  T h e  Q i n g

Dynasty was crumbling
under  the  weight  of
internal  corruption,
foreign  encroachment,
a n d  w i d e s p r e a d
pover ty .  Western
powers and Japan had
carved out  spheres of
influence,  imposing
unequal  treaties  that
d r a i n e d  C h i n e s e
sovere ign ty .  The
C h i n e s e  p e o p l e ,
meanwhile,  suffered
under a feudal system
that  offered  little  hope
for  social  mobility  or
economic security. Sun
Yat-sen,  educated
abroad  in  Hawaii  and
Hong  Kong,  witnessed
firsthand  the  disparity
between the organized,
industrialized  Western
n a t i o n s  a n d  h i s
h o m e l a n d .  H e
concluded  that  China
n e e d e d  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
i d e o l o g i c a l
revolution—not  merely
a change of rulers, but
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a  c o m p l e t e
reimagining  of  the
state's  relationship
with  its  citizens.  In
1905,  he  formal ly
articulated The Three
Principles  of  the
People as the guiding
d o c t r i n e  o f  t h e
Tongmenghui ,  h is
revolutionary  alliance.
These principles would
la te r  become  the
foundational  ideology
of  the  Republ ic  o f
China and continue to
influence  political
discourse  across  the
Taiwan  Strait.

Principle
One:
Nationalis
m (Minzu

Zhuyi)
The  first  principle,
Nationalism  (民族主義),  is
o f t e n  t h e  m o s t
misunderstood.  In  Sun
Yat-sen’s  framework,
nationalism was not an
a g g r e s s i v e ,
expansionist  ideology
directed  outward.
R a t h e r ,  i t  w a s  a
defensive and unifying
force  directed  inward.
At its core, it had two
essential  objectives:
throwing  off  the  yoke
of  foreign  imperialism
and forging a cohesive
Ch inese  na t i ona l
identity.

FREEDOM FROM
FOREIGN
DOMINATION

Sun  Yat-sen  observed
that  China  had  been
reduced  to  a  "hypo-
colony"—a nation  that
was  worse  off  than  a
single  colony  because
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it  was  exploited  by
multiple foreign powers
simultaneously.  The
unequal  t reat ies ,
extraterritorial  rights,
and  foreign-controlled
customs  houses  were
dai ly  reminders  of
national  humiliation.
Nationalism,  therefore,
meant  rec la iming
Chinese sovereignty. It
d e m a n d e d  t h e
abolition  of  unequal
t r e a t i e s ,  t h e
restoration  of  tariff
autonomy,  and  the
expulsion of imperialist
influence.  Sun  argued
that  without  national
independence,  no
other  reform—whether
d e m o c r a t i c  o r
economic—could  take
root.  A  nation  that
could  not  control  its
own borders and laws
was a nation that could
not govern itself.

UNITING THE HAN

AND THE ETHNIC
MINORITIES

Equally  important  was
the internal  dimension
of  nationalism.  China
was  historically  an
empire of many ethnic
g r o u p s — t h e  H a n
majority,  along  with
Manchu ,  Mongo l ,
T i b e t a n ,  a n d  H u i
peoples.  Sun  initially
advocated  for  a  Han-
centric  revolution,  but
he  later  evolved  his
thinking toward a more
inclusive  vision  of  a
"Repub l i c  o f  F i ve
Races"  (五族共和) .  He
a r g u e d  t h a t  t r u e
nationalism required all
ethnic  groups  within
China's  h istor ica l
territory  to  recognize
themselves  as  one
peop le ,  bound  by
shared  destiny  rather
than blood alone. This
was a radical departure
f rom  the  dynast ic
mode l ,  wh ich  had
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treated different ethnic
groups  as  subjects  of
the  emperor .  Sun
envisioned  a  modern
nation-state  where
c i t i z e n s h i p ,  n o t
ethnicity,  defined
belonging.

MODERN
RESONANCE OF
NATIONALISM

Today, the nationalism
pr inc ip le  remains
profoundly relevant. In
mainland  China,  the
concept  of  national
rejuvenation—often
i n v o k e d  b y
c o n t e m p o r a r y
leaders—draws directly
from  Sun's  language.
In  Taiwan,  political
fact ions  interpret
nationalism  differently,
with some emphasizing
a  distinct  Taiwanese
identity  while  others
a d h e r e  t o  a  p a n -
Chinese  vision.  The
c o r e  t e n s i o n  S u n

identified—between
foreign  influence  and
n a t i o n a l
autonomy—continues
to animate geopolitical
debates  in  the  Pacific
Rim.

Principle
Two:
Democra
cy
(Minquan
Zhuyi)
The  second  pillar  of
The Three Principles
o f  the  Peop le  i s
Democracy (民權主義). For
S u n  Y a t - s e n ,
democracy  was  not
simply  about  holding
elections; it was about
redistributing  political
p o w e r  f r o m  a



6

6 The Three Principles Of The
People

2023-01-03

hereditary monarchy to
the  common  citizen.
He studied democratic
systems in  the United
States,  France,  and
Switzerland,  but  he
was critical of what he
s a w  a s  t h e i r
flaws—particularly  the
dangers  of  political
c o r r u p t i o n ,
factionalism,  and  the
t y r a n n y  o f  t h e
majority.

THE FOUR RIGHTS
OF THE PEOPLE

Sun proposed a unique
hybrid  system  that
combined  Western
democratic  institutions
w i t h  t r a d i t i o n a l
Chinese  governance
practices. He famously
argued that the people
should have four direct
political  rights:  the
right to vote, the right
to  recall,  the  right  of
initiative, and the right
of  referendum.  These
so -ca l l ed  "d i rec t

powers"  (政权)  allowed
citizens  to  not  only
elect their leaders but
also  to  remove  them
from  office  if  they
fai led  to  serve  the
public interest, propose
new  laws,  and  vote
directly  on  important
legislation. This system
w a s  d e s i g n e d  t o
prevent the emergence
of  entrenched political
elites who might ignore
the popular will.

THE FIVE-POWER
CONSTITUTION

Perhaps  Sun's  most
innovative contribution
to  democratic  theory
was  his  concept  of  a
F i v e - P o w e r
Constitution.  While
c o n v e n t i o n a l
democracies  operate
on  three  branches  of
government—executiv
e,  legis lat ive,  and
judicial—Sun  added
t w o  a d d i t i o n a l
branches derived from
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Chinese  tradition:  the
Examination Yuan and
the Control  Yuan.  The
Examinat ion  Yuan
would  be  responsible
for  se lect ing  c iv i l
servants  through  a
merit-based  system,
drawing  inspiration
f r o m  t h e  a n c i e n t
imperial  examination
system.  The  Control
Yuan would serve as an
independent  auditing
and  impeachment
body ,  mon i to r ing
government  officials
for  corruption  and
misconduct.  This  five-
power structure aimed
to create a government
t h a t  w a s  b o t h
d e m o c r a t i c  a n d
competent,  combining
the  accountability  of
Western  systems  with
the  administrative
expertise  valued  in
Chinese  culture.

CRITIQUE OF

WESTERN
DEMOCRACY

Sun was not uncritical
of Western democracy.
He  observed  that  in
m a n y  s o - c a l l e d
democracies,  wealthy
interests  captured  the
political  process,  and
elect ions  became
contests  of  money
rather  than  ideas.  He
also  bel ieved  that
Western  individualism
had  gone  too  fa r ,
undermining  social
c o h e s i o n .  H i s
democratic  vision,
therefore,  was  one  of
guided  democracy—a
system  where  the
people  held  ultimate
sovereignty but where
g o v e r n a n c e  w a s
c o n d u c t e d  b y  a
knowledgeable  elite
temporarily  entrusted
w i t h  p o w e r .  T h i s
c o n c e p t  l a t e r
influenced  the  idea  of
"political  tutelage"  (训
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政), a transitional period
d u r i n g  w h i c h  t h e
Nationalist Party would
gu ide  the  peop le
toward full  democratic
participation.

Principle
Three:
Livelihoo
d
(Minshen
g Zhuyi)
The  third  principle,
Livelihood  (民生主義),  is
often described as Sun
Yat-sen's  answer  to
s o c i a l i s m .  I t  i s
concerned  with  the
material welfare of the
people—their  food,
clothing,  housing,  and
transportation.  Sun
d e c l a r e d  t h a t

" l i ve l ihood  i s  the
c e n t r a l  f o r c e  i n
historical  progress,"
a r g u i n g  t h a t  n o
political  system  could
survive  if  it  failed  to
provide  for  the  basic
needs of its citizens.

LAND REFORM:
EQUALIZING LAND
RIGHTS

Sun  identified  land
ownership  as  the root
of  much  of  China's
economic  injustice.  In
t h e  c o u n t r y s i d e ,
absentee  landlords
extracted  exorbitant
rents  f rom  tenant
farmers,  leaving  them
in  perpetual  poverty.
Sun proposed a policy
of  "equalizing  land
rights"  (平均地权).  The
state would assess the
value of all land based
o n  c u r r e n t  u s e .
Landowners would pay
taxes  on  that  value,
but  any  increase  in
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land  value  resulting
f r o m  p u b l i c
development—such  as
new roads, railways, or
urban  growth—would
be  captured  by  the
state  through  a  land
v a l u e  t a x .  T h i s
mechanism  prevented
l a n d o w n e r s  f r o m
reaping  windfall  profits
from public investment
and  ensured  that  the
benefits  of
modernization  were
shared  broadly.  Over
time,  Sun  envisioned
that  the  state  could
use  this  revenue  to
fund  social  programs
and  infrastructure,
gradually  reducing
inequality.

REGULATION OF
CAPITAL

Sun  was  not  opposed
to  capitalism  per  se,
but  he  believed  that
unregulated  capitalism
would  inevitably  lead
to  the  same  gross

inequalities  he  saw in
industrializing  Western
nations.  He advocated
for  a  mixed economy:
private  enterprise
would  be  encouraged
i n  s e c t o r s  w h e r e
c o m p e t i t i o n  w a s
healthy,  but  strategic
industries—such  as
b a n k i n g ,
transportation, energy,
a n d  h e a v y
manufacturing—would
be  owned  or  tightly
regulated by the state.
This  concept,  which
Sun  called  "limiting
capital"  (节制资本),  was
designed  to  prevent
private  monopolies
from  dominating  the
e c o n o m y  a n d
exploiting  workers.  It
anticipated  many  of
the  mixed-economy
models  adopted  by
post -war  Western
European  nations.

A THIRD WAY
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BETWEEN
CAPITALISM AND

COMMUNISM

Sun  posit ioned  his
Livelihood  principle  as
a "third way" between
laissez-faire  capitalism
a n d  S o v i e t
c o m m u n i s m .  H e
rejected class struggle
as a destructive force,
arguing  instead  for
gradual,  state- led
reform  that  would
benefit  all  classes.  He
believed that the state
had a moral obligation
to provide for the poor,
the  elderly,  and  the
unemployed—ideas
that  were  remarkably
progressive  for  their
time.  In  many  ways,
S u n ' s  L i v e l i h o o d
principle foreshadowed
the  modern  welfare
s t a t e ,  w i t h  i t s
emphasis  on  social
insurance,  pub l ic
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d
universal  access  to

basic  necessities.

The
Implemen
tation:
How the
Principles
Shaped
Modern
Governan
ce
Following  the  1911
R e v o l u t i o n  t h a t
overthrew  the  Qing
Dynasty,  The  Three
Principles  of  the
People  became  the
official  ideology  of  the
Republ ic  of  China.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e i r
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implementation  was
fraught  with  difficulty.
Warlordism,  foreign
invas ion ,  and  the
Chinese  C iv i l  War
p r e v e n t e d  a n y
sustained  period  of
peace fu l  r e fo rm.
Nevertheless,  the
principles left a lasting
institutional legacy.

IN TAIWAN: THE
PRACTICAL
LABORATORY

It was on the island of
Taiwan  that  Sun's
vision found its  fullest
expression.  After  the
Nationalist government
relocated to Taiwan in
1949,  it  implemented
land  reform  policies
directly inspired by the
Livelihood  principle.
T h e  g o v e r n m e n t
purchased  land  from
large  landowners  and
s o l d  i t  t o  t e n a n t
farmers  at  low  cost,
transforming  Taiwan

into a society of small
landho lders .  Th is
r e f o r m  l a i d  t h e
g r o u n d w o r k  f o r
Taiwan's  remarkable
economic growth in the
latter half  of  the 20th
century.  The  Five-
Power Constitution was
also  implemented,
creat ing  a  un ique
political  system  that
b l e n d e d  C h i n e s e
t r a d i t i o n  w i t h
d e m o c r a t i c
governance. Over time,
Taiwan  transitioned
from one-party rule to
a  vibrant  multiparty
democracy,  arguably
fulfilling  the
democratic  promise of
Sun's second principle.

ON THE MAINLAND:
SELECTIVE
ADOPTION

O n  t h e  C h i n e s e
m a i n l a n d ,  t h e
Commun is t  Pa r ty
under  Mao  Zedong
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initially  rejected  Sun's
principles as bourgeois
reformism. However, in
recent  decades,  the
Chinese  Communist
Party  has  increasingly
embraced Sun Yat-sen
as a national hero and
h a s  s e l e c t i v e l y
incorporated  elements
of  his  philosophy.  The
concept  of  "national
rejuvenation" (中华民族伟大复
兴)  draws  heavily  on
Sun's nationalism. The
p a r t y ' s  f o c u s  o n
poverty alleviation and
s o c i a l  w e l f a r e
resonates  with  the
Livelihood  principle.
Even  the  democratic
principle,  while  not
implemented  in  the
Western  sense,  i s
acknowledged  as  a
long-term  goal.  The
party presents itself as
the  legitimate  heir  to
Sun's  revolutionary
legacy, using his ideas
to  b r idge  the  gap
b e t w e e n  C h i n a ' s

imperial  past  and  its
modern present.

Criticisms
and
Limitation
s of the
Principles
No political  philosophy
is  without  its  critics,
a n d  T h e  T h r e e
Principles  of  the
P e o p l e  a r e  n o
e x c e p t i o n .  S o m e
scholars  argue  that
Sun's principles are too
vague and idealistic to
serve  as  a  practical
guide  for  governance.
The concept of political
tutelage,  for  example,
w a s  u s e d  b y  t h e
Nationalist  Party  to
justify decades of one-
party  rule  under  the
guise of preparing the
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people for  democracy.
I n  p r a c t i c e ,  t h e
tutelage  period  lasted
far longer than Sun had
envisioned,  raising
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
w h e t h e r  i t  w a s  a
genuine  transition  or
a n  e x c u s e  f o r
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m .
Others  point  out  that
Sun's  economic  ideas,
while  progressive  for
the i r  t ime,  do  not
adequately address the
complex i t ies  o f  a
modern,  globalized
economy.  The  land
value tax, for instance,
has  proven  difficult  to
implement in practice,
and  the  regulation  of
capital has often been
captured  by  the  very
interests it was meant
to control.

The

Enduring
Legacy:
Why
These
Principles
Still
Matter
D e s p i t e  t h e s e
criticisms,  The  Three
Principles  of  the
People  remain one of
the  most  influential
political philosophies in
E a s t  A s i a .  T h e y
represent  one  of  the
first  serious  attempts
by an Asian intellectual
to  synthesize  Western
political  ideas  with
indigenous  Chinese
traditions.  Sun  Yat-
sen's  genius  was  to
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r e c o g n i z e  t h a t
modernization  did  not
h a v e  t o  m e a n
Westernization—that
China  could  find  its
own  path  to  national

strength,  democratic
governance, and social
justice.  In  an  era  of
rising  nationalism,
democratic  backsliding


