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Abstract  Taking a panoramic view on the history of modern philosophy, 
we can learn that political philosophy, a new arena for modern philosophy, 
has become an important field in philosophical studies since the later half of 
the 20th century. As far as the problem domain of political philosophy is 
concerned, political philosophy is only a special form of philosophy. The re-
vival of political philosophy, however, indicates that philosophical inspec-
tion of political matters has regained legitimacy, and also means the restag-
ing of philosophy as a knowledge type at modern times. In one sense, we can 
view the newly-revived political philosophy as typical modern philosophy, 
because its problem domain, its unique angle of looking into the life world 
and its ideal concern about the actual world make it one of the best ways in 
which we can reflect the existence of mankind in modern times.  
 
Keywords  political philosophy, normative knowledge, special forms of 
philosophy 

I  Decline and revival of political philosophy  

Political philosophy advocated by Socrates is a special branch of philosophy. 
It seeks both knowledge and morality, as well as the relationship between 
them. It deals with the wisdom of how to live a better life for mankind, and 
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its purpose is to judge the good and the bad in political matters and to meta-
physically reflect the inherent characteristics of politics. After the 19th cen-
tury, however,  methodology of natural sciences began to be increasingly 
applied to other academic domains and gradually became dominant in these 
fields. As a result, political philosophy, which approaches the value and sig-
nificance of political matters and aims at seeking the inherent characteristics 
of political matters, fell into a crisis of knowledge legitimacy. The method-
ology of scientism, which holds that true knowledge is knowledge of em-
pirical facts, denies the legitimacy of political philosophy. Therefore, scien-
tific study on political issues must be dependent on facts, not on value judg-
ments, let alone metaphysical analysis. The purpose of scientific study is to seek 
truth, and its process must follow the principle of neutrality of values and take 
the verifiable empirical facts as its basis, instead of falling back on value judg-
ment or rational analysis. Value judgment and metaphysical thinking elucidate 
some normative propositions, which are neither true nor false. They are not ef-
fective methods and, furthermore, they might hinder people from accurate com-
prehension of the political issues. One of the key tasks of modern politics fo-
cuses on eliminating these “redundancies” from human social knowledge. From 
the 1850s to the 1960s and 1970s, the study of politics experienced a transition 
from what the political historians called “traditionalism” to “behaviorism.” Al-
though the normative problems in political philosophy have not been settled in 
this period, the decline and crisis in political philosophy is an actual fact that is 
difficult to deny.     

The crisis in political philosophy, in a sense, reflects the decline of hu-
manistic discourse in the entire human society as a result of interference of 
the powerful scientific discourse. As a British scholar, Merz said at the end 
of the 19th century when summarizing the transition of principles of knowl-
edge, “Science is said to be exact, positive, and objective, and it is opposed 
to such other thought as is inexact, vague, and subjective. Science is said to 
convey its results or ideas in defined, direct, and general terms, whereas 
there is a large department of literature and thought which moves in unde-
fined, symbolical, and indirect expression. Science professes to rest on clear 
and precise knowledge, and is thus opposed to such other realms of thought 
as rest on opinion, belief, and faith.” (Merz 1896, p. 69) Merz pointed out 
that since the middle of the 19th century, the knowledge principle of scien-
tism has made its way in academic studies and university education in 
France at first, then Britain, and later Germany, driving out religious dis-
course and humanistic discourse as its opponent and forming a unified world 
of scientism. The decline and crisis of political philosophy after the 19th 
century is actually a result of the change in intellectual outlook. Religious 
concepts were eradicated by the joint effort of humanistic discourse and 
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science at the beginning, and then humanistic discourse was exiled by the 
knowledge principles of scientism. As humanistic discourse was being re-
placed by scientific discourse, political philosophy was substituted by poli-
tics and administrative science.  

Since modern times, the knowledge principle of positivism, which is 
based on empirical reason, has been advancing incessantly and has won vic-
tories one after another. It has set up not only a modern scientific system, but 
also a package of modern knowledge concepts and the world outlook that is 
based on these concepts. As a result, the intention of acquiring the entirety 
and unity of knowledge by means of philosophy failed and was even aban-
doned. The specific sciences in every field have been undergoing an in-
creasingly meticulous knowledge accumulation in the separated domains of 
knowledge. Scientists who are professional experts in their own fields are 
laboring on their separated researches, which are professionally separated in 
details and are almost unrelated with each other, leading to a broken 
life-world. One of the consequences is the formation of the “technological 
dominance in society” and the “ideology of technological dominance.” In a 
fully technologized and rationalized world, empirical reason is shaping the 
existential individuality of individuals and societies in a new way of materi-
alization, formulating a highly rationalized life world. In a world like this, all 
the transcendental solicitudes and value statements are denounced as “un-
scientific” or “irrational” and are deprived of their legitimacy for lack of 
positive knowledge. Technological dominance around the world suggests 
that the intention to overcome the ideology of empirical reason itself has 
turned out to be a self-important ideology and the positive knowledge that 
intends to eliminate the irrationality itself has developed into wild arrogance. 
But how can balance between experience and reason, truth and value, reality 
and possibility be kept? How can the real world be directed to accept the 
guidance of the meaning of life and confine ideality by empirical reason so 
as to avoid unitary expansion in structuring the world order? Troubled by 
these perplexities, people in modern times find no way out but to tend to 
philosophy again, because after the denial of religious authorities, it is only 
philosophy that shoulders the responsibility for the integrity and unity of 
knowledge and guards the possible value for mankind. The reviving political 
philosophy in modern times has again stepped onto the stage to fulfill the 
expectation for philosophy.  

Taking a panoramic view of the history of modern philosophy, we can 
learn that the discussion about political philosophy has become an important 
field of philosophical studies since the later half of the 20th century, a new 
arena for modern philosophy. The discussion triggered by the meditation of 
Leo Strauss on classic political philosophy, the radical transition initiated by 
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Rawls’s analysis of justice, and the interest stirred up by the confrontation 
between communitarianism and liberalism in closely re-examining the basis 
of ethics all go beyond the scope of “accurate politics,” which is based on 
empirical reason, building up a research field and mentality aimed at exam-
ining the nature and possible purpose of political matters. The reviving po-
litical philosophy forms a special philosophical field, which is different from 
the first philosophy and the philosophies of other fields, and forms a unique 
train of thinking in political research as a consequence of its different re-
search method from knowledge principle of scientism.   

The thinking mode of political philosophy, of course, may vary with time. 
Therefore, the revival of political philosophy at modern times does not 
necessarily mean the simple and direct revival of traditional political 
philosophy. For example, the inquiry on “what is politics” is one of the basic 
questions in political philosophy. However, the inquiry is concerned with 
ways and approaches of dealing with the problem, which are quite different 
at different times. In ancient times, it was an ontological problem that could 
be talked about directly; while in modern times when traditional metaphysics 
has been continuously and convincingly repudiated, it is transformed into a 
kind of thinking that restricts and clarifies the conditions of thinking, instead 
of assuming the direct attitude toward this matter (and all other matters in 
philosophy) and being treated as a direct ontological testimony as in ancient 
times. Modern analytic philosophy actually tries to clarify the condition of 
thinking by means of linguistic and logical analysis, and tries to clarify in 
what way and under what condition of language people discuss it. Rawls’ 
analysis of fairness and justice follows the basic thought of ancient political 
philosophy. His A Theory of Justice, therefore, is viewed as the mark of the 
revival of political philosophy. However, he structured his system of politi-
cal philosophy by employing the achievements of modern analytical phi-
losophy. Although his study on justice has broken through the formist ten-
dency in the ethics studies in the 20th century and stresses the central status 
of study on substantive ideas of morality in political philosophy, the affirma-
tive moral conclusion is no longer preset as a starting point and the dogma-
tism of ancient political philosophy is avoided as much as possible. He was 
clearly aware of the fact that the study on political philosophy must be con-
sistently based on the methodology of semantic and logical analysis devel-
oped in modern philosophy, and that a conclusion could be reached through 
scrupulous analysis of language and logic and through reflective balance 
between different moral concepts. It can be said that, to a great extent, what 
he wanted to do is to clarify the condition for contemplating issues of fair-
ness and justice. Like ancient political philosophers, Rawls’ study on “what 
is fairness and justice” or “what they should be” is a philosophical reflection 
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of the judgment on the goodness and the badness of political concepts and 
the possible attitudes. However, he expounded on all these matters from the 
viewpoint of modern philosophy. (see Rawls 1978) 

In a sense, we can view newly revived political philosophy as a typical 
modern philosophy, because its problem domain, its unique angle of looking 
into the life world, and its ideal concern about the actual world make it one 
of the best methods in reflecting the existence of modern human beings. As a 
philosophical reflection of political natures and possible values, political 
philosophy focuses on political values, ideal political modes and theories of 
political norms, directs its spearhead of criticism to human living plight re-
sulting from the unitary expansion of empirical reason, and faces current 
status of human existence directly, not being far away from the actual life 
world as general philosophy was and not being short of the vision of value 
judgment as the philosophies in some fields were. Political philosophy re-
veals the perplexity of empirical reason from a different angle other than 
politics, and clearly demonstrates, from a different angle other than philoso-
phies in other fields, the unique value of philosophy in dealing with human 
living plight. Therefore, a better understanding of the revival of political 
philosophy can help us understand the development of modern philosophy 
and provide us with a valuable approach to make philosophical develop-
ments.  

II  Division of political philosophy and epistemology of politics 

The revival of political philosophy means that philosophical investigation of 
political matters regained legitimacy and that philosophy as a type of 
knowledge came on stage in modern times. Paul Collie said that what 
political philosophy really concerns is on analyzing the theoretical 
foundations and fundamental issues, which constitutes a striking contrast to 
the increasingly descriptive and experiential politics. (Collie 1988, p. 302) 
Although political matters are the object of people’s concern, thinking and 
articulation, there are great differences in thinking over and articulating the 
political matters in different academic fields. It is these differences that 
constitute the most essential distinction between political philosophy and 
politics, the two areas that share common objects of attention. It is also these 
differences that provide the epistemological foundation for the revival of 
political philosophy.   

Science aims at discussing and explaining the empirical world. Therefore, 
politics as a science focuses on the political matters as empirical facts and on 
the specific manifestation of political matters and specific process of politi-
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cal activities. Politics tries to reveal the process of political activities, 
existing formulas of public power and the laws of its operation through 
empirical investigations into political matters. These descriptions of the 
empirical world are constituted by propositions of what we call “empirical 
statements,” which state only facts without being involved with value, and 
are concerned with “what is” instead of “what should be.” Therefore, truths 
can be proved, as long as these empirical propositions are consistent with 
people’s observations of the empirical world. Political philosophy, on the 
other hand, stresses on the inherent characteristics of political matters and on 
the value orientation and possible norms of political activities. Therefore, it 
reveals the fundamental norms of political evaluation through study on the 
basic social values such as fairness, equality, justice, freedom, and so on, and 
reveals the inherent characteristics of political matters through reflection of 
the general natures of political matters. The core of normative activities is a 
problem of “what should be.” Therefore, the axiological research of political 
philosophy on political matters inquires into how human beings should live, 
a philosophical inquiry into the ethic goal of human life. These inquiries 
originate from some normative propositions concerning the value judgment 
and metaphysical reflection of political matters that cannot be verified by 
empirical evidence.  

However, it does not necessarily mean that political philosophy fails to 
provide useful knowledge. Political philosophy does not make direct inves-
tigations into practical political matters, but makes reflections on political 
thinking. It is a re-evaluation of the conditions and values on which the basic 
ideas, standards, and principles are based, i.e., a reflection of the condition 
and significance of political thinking. The so-called reflections on the condi-
tions on which political theories are set involve the clarification of the foun-
dation and precondition for the establishment of relevant categories, ideas, 
and principles of political theories. Philosophy deals with ideas, while po-
litical philosophy is concerned with the establishment of ideas for human 
political activities, that is, with providing ideological supports for human po-
litical activities. Why does a society need to set up and practice one certain 
political system rather than others? Why does a country and government 
want to formulate and carry out a certain policy and political measures rather 
than others? Why does an individual or a community take a certain political 
action rather than others? All these are determined by people’s value criteria 
-criteria for the code of conduct accepted by the people. The value criteria 
normatively formed and implemented in a particular political community are 
the specific policies, systems, and laws. Value criteria are the roots of the 
policies, systems, and laws, while the latter is the branches of the former. 
The special concept of value embedded in the cultural elements of a nation 
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often deforms foreign systems adaptively. This is because value criteria po-
tentially restrict the specific policies and laws. Therefore, man not only 
needs to study the policies and laws actually implemented in a political com-
munity, but also makes detailed inquiries into the value criteria from which 
these policies and laws are derived. This is definite and obvious even to the 
qualified scholars of politics. In his most influential work, American 
politician Leslie Lipson said after tackling the issues on policies and laws, 
“But the institutional checks just mentioned, while basic to the politics of 
freedom, do not ensure the good life. Though liberty may be assisted by 
procedural arrangements, the purpose of the latter is also to reach decisions 
about politics. The contents of such decisions, as well as the ways of reach-
ing them, must be encompassed in the philosophy of the state, since the ends 
accomplished are more significant than the means employed. Hence, the 
state seeking to integrate society must embody an ethical ideal. Otherwise, 
instead of the good life taking priority over power, power will steal the pri-
ority from welfare-in which case no reply can be given to Augustine’s ques-
tion: what else is the state be a great robber band if it lacks justice?” (Lipson 
1993, p. 413). It means that it is insufficient to study human behaviors and 
the system restraining human behaviors only empirically. The ethical criteria 
of guiding the behaviors must be further inquired into, and the ethical foun-
dation on which systems are established must also be further inquired into. 
The inquiries can only be achieved through political philosophy. The revival 
of political philosophy is not accidental, because people in any political 
community are all concerned simultaneously with both what system to be 
adopted and the ethical foundation of these systems.   

Actually, three possible knowledge types exist in systems of knowledge: 
empirical knowledge originated basically from observing the world, analytic 
knowledge from logic reasoning, and normative knowledge from various 
theories. American politician Alan Isaac holds that political philosophy is of 
normative knowledge principally, that politics is strictly confined within 
empirical knowledge, and that analytic knowledge is mutually employed by 
politicians and political philosophers. He said that modern politicians ac-
knowledge only the availability of the first two claims, and when they try to 
apply their knowledge to the real world to solve the social and political 
problems, they inevitably employ normative knowledge. He also said that 
although philosophers lay particular stress on prescription and scientists on 
experience, both of them tend to encounter on the same basis. (Isaac 1988, p. 
17) It is definitely the attempt of practice that makes politics as a science 
encounter political philosophy and leads to the unavoidable restaging of the 
knowledge type and thinking mode. 
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III  Philosophy as political philosophy  

Heinrich Meier said that philosophers see the birth of political philosophy at 
the place where Socrates first died in the eyes of historians. (Meier 2001, p. 
5) Although what he said contains a dual comprehension of political phi-
losophy and Socrates, his attempt to illustrate the relationship between an-
cient philosophy and the first philosophy from the early transformation of 
ancient philosophy deserves much attention. This intention clearly demon-
strates the importance of inquiry: When Socrates turned his study on the na-
ture of the universe to the human, social and political issues, does it mean 
that he was no longer interested in revealing the secret of world “existence” ? 
Does it only mean that the problem domain and object of study in philoso-
phy are turned to “mankind” ? All these historically show how the political 
philosophy as philosophy is possible.  

In the eyes of Socrates, political life is the only significant lifestyle for the 
civilized people in the city states. Therefore, philosophical studies on man-
kind and on politics are identical. He even believed that man’s existence 
could only be truly proved by man’s political life. To develop philosophy on 
mankind and to develop political philosophy, which is closely related to hu-
man existence, do not necessarily mean to give up the exploration of the 
world’s ultimate problems. They aim at effectively exploring the secrets of 
world existence through the investigation of the patterns of human and social 
existence. In his opinion, the essential existence of mankind in the world is 
the man himself, while the pattern of political existence could best reflect the 
typical pattern of existence of mankind as social animals; and only through a 
better understanding of this existence and the pattern of existence could the 
existence itself be successfully thought out. Socrates turned “what is” to 
“what is good,” which makes philosophy typically embodied in political 
philosophy and enables philosophy to become political philosophy. In an-
cient times, the mission of philosophy is to achieve a better understanding of 
the being itself, that is, to better understand the ultimate truth. For Socrates, 
man as an existent could get to know the truth only through self-reflection, 
and only through the inquiry on “what is good” could he understand “what 
is.” Compared with pre-Socratic philosophy, this line of thinking is un-
doubtedly a transition, because to inquire on “what is good” is to seek a 
proper life, and the proper life can only be fully exposed and be truly re-
flected in the pursuit of an ideal political life. Man cannot inspect the exter-
nal world abstractly, without taking into consideration himself and his living 
world. Man can constantly expand his external world and better understand 
his external world only in the process of perfecting himself and improving 
his living world. That is the philosophical transition achieved by Socrates. 
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From this transition, we can see that political philosophy does not consist in 
the application of philosophy in the political field, but is a special mode of 
philosophical activities, a special means of settling the essential problems in 
philosophy. In other words, political philosophy does not consist in the gen-
eralization and summarization of political knowledge, but is a science deal-
ing with human existence and the nature of the world through reflection of 
the general nature of political matters. In this sense, political matter is not 
only a special domain, but a special viewpoint from which we can explore 
human life and essential world problems. From this point of view, philoso-
phy reveals man’s general way of living by way of looking into man’s po-
litical life and reveals existence itself, man’s wholly living world and its sig-
nificance to mankind by way of revealing man’s general way of living.  

Political philosophy is only a special form, considering its problem do-
main. That political philosophy can be revived in modern times and has be-
come a protruding branch in philosophical study not because of the specialty 
of the field it concerns, but because of its special way in dealing with the es-
sential problems in philosophy. Political philosophy provides the most valu-
able reflective path to understanding the essence of the world and human life. 
The real world is not an abstract integral world, but a multileveled and mul-
tidimensional world, which accordingly leads to the result that there are 
various angles of view in the modern philosophy. Different philosophical vi-
sions are shaped in modern philosophy in the process of “viewing” the same 
world fully from different angles and “discussing” the same world in differ-
ent ways. The transition from early modern philosophy to contemporary 
philosophy makes the general and direct inquiry into the world an unreason-
able rational overstepping, and also makes the construction of basic system-
atic philosophy an outdated ostentatious wording. The philosophical thinking 
proceeding from the real man and the real world turns out to be the natural 
destination of different forms of philosophy. At modern times, philosophy is 
unlikely to directly discuss the totality anymore because the way of discus-
sion is only suitable for the understanding of the chaotic totality within the 
naïve vision. According to Weber, this is the “sorcery” that has to be re-
moved from the modern system of knowledge of mankind. Philosophy, 
jointly with science, has defeated the world-dominating religion and has re-
formed itself in this process. “Baptized” by principles of scientific knowl-
edge, philosophy needs to find the entry paths more than ever to best under-
stand the whole world multi-dimensionally. These different dimensions are 
not the various separate parts or elements of the total world; and they are not 
even the different levels, but the different manifestations of the total world. 
To the existent like man, for example, his living conditions can be reflected 
through productive labor, spiritual and cultural activities and political activi-



Front. Philos. China (2006) 3: 506−515 515

ties. These different manifestations not only reflect one aspect of human ex-
istence, but reflect the overall living conditions from this aspect. What has 
resulted from the poverty of spiritual culture is not the slavery of spirit only, 
but the overall living plight of mankind; and what has resulted from the 
alienated labor is not the slavery of economy only, but the overall living 
plight of mankind. Carl Marx said that non-human power dominates over 
everything under the social condition of alienated labor. Even the wealthy 
capitalists cannot extricate themselves from this dominance, which is the 
testimony of this truth. Now that these dimensions themselves are the re-
flexes of the total world, the cognition of the world in these dimensions is 
not the limited understanding of the different elements, different parts and 
even different levels of the total world, but the thorough understanding of the 
total world from different angles. Although the cognition of the world in 
different dimensions is achieved from various limited angles of view, it 
transcends the limitedness of all the angles of view from the very beginning 
and advances directly to the totality and essence. The reason why this way of 
understanding cannot be replaced by scientific method lies in the fact that its 
object is the total world and that it tries to seek the meaning of human exis-
tence through the understanding of the total world. This is how we better 
understand the value and significance of modern philosophy through the re-
vival of political philosophy at modern times.   
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