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Equality, whether practical or theoretical, continues to be a challenging issue in 
modern China. The rapidly developing economy in China not only leads to a 
prosperous society, but also creates dramatic social inequality in the populace. 
Obviously, it is very important to explain this phenomenon and to solve it 
successfully. Recently, leading debates in China have been concerned with how 
to understand the state of equality, and resolving these issues requires 
acquaintance with what the idea of equality in today’s China actually is. Facing 
these difficulties, it is necessary for us to grasp what equality means to the 
population at large. But, if we want to concretely understand the idea of equality, 
it is necessary for us first to investigate its history. Based on an analysis of the 
history of the idea of equality, Gao Ruiquan attempts to objectively diagnose its 
character in modern China in his On the History of the Idea of Equality (hereafter, 
OHIE). 

Generally speaking, an intellectual “diagnosis” involves both fact and 
evaluation. In other words, a distinct diagnosis is based on an objective 
apprehension of reality on one hand, and a criterion of evaluation on the other. 
Accordingly, as far as the diagnosis of the idea of equality in modern China is 
concerned, it is necessary for us not only to know its reality, but also to 
understand the ideal ones.  

According to OHIE, the idea of equality in modern China is neither the same 
as it was in ancient China nor is like the idea of equality in the modern West. 
Equality in modern China is mostly a political and sociological idea, while in 
ancient China equality was a metaphysical concept based on the assumption that 
human beings are of equal nature. In this sense, the idea of equality in China has 
undergone a great change, i.e., moving from metaphysical equality to equality of 
a political- sociological variety. In ancient China, this concept mainly occurred 
within a spiritual sphere of transcendence, and mainly aimed at “conceptually” 
dissolving inequality, as opposed to “changing inequality in reality in a practical 
way. It consequently cannot function as a regulative principle” (34). On the 
contrary, “equality, as a basic value in modern society, has gone beyond the 
realm of ‘metaphysical discourse’ and spiritual self-cultivation and become an 
important practical principle in changing modern society” (34). 

The idea of equality in modern China also greatly differs from the idea of 
equality in the West, although both of them fall within the political-sociological 
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category. Roughly speaking, “in the mainstream of Western ideology, equality is 
so-called ‘democratic equality.’ Deriving from the tradition of contract theory, it 
is bound with individualism and takes individual rights as its central goal. In 
addition, its primary aspect is political equality, that is, every citizen, in principle, 
has the equal right to participate in constructing political will.” Going on, 
“Different from ‘an equal cooperation’ based on individualism in the West, 
equality in mainstream ideology in China refers to ‘an equal treatment’ that 
people enjoy as a result of the ‘vertical’ exercise of power under the control of an 
authority beyond society” (3).  

An objective survey of the idea of equality is merely the first step in our 
attempt to give a proper diagnosis. An ideal dimension is always required as a 
standard, in this case, for diagnosing the state of the idea of equality. But what 
might such a standard be? In other words, what is the ideal idea of equality?  

OHIE does not provide us with a clear and positive answer to this question. 
There is an objective difficulty here. It seems that we cannot choose one of actual 
ideas of equality as the ideal, since each of them, as well as the practices guided 
by them, are questionable. However, OHIE argues that there is a desirable 
direction implied in the debates over equality in modern China:  

 
The Chinese, in the framework of constitutional democracy gradually creates 
a political culture of participation. The people will eventually no longer long 
for equal treatment vertically or commandingly bestowed by any authority. 
They will believe that they have the right to participate in political affairs and 
believe that their own activities will make, to some degree, an impact on 
reality; they will believe that it is both desirable and possible to obtain more 
and more equality in life. Furthermore, they will be capable of transforming 
consciousness of equality into their own virtue. (306)  

 
“Consciousness of equality” is an important concept here. In order to achieve an 
equal society, one precondition, besides equality in political and economical 
systems, is that everyone has the consciousness of equality. It is inconceivable 
that a society would reflect equality if its members had neither a need for 
equality nor faith in achieving it. In contrast, if people have a need for equality, 
society will become more equal in spite of its current inequality in reality. 

Equality has recently become a hot topic worldwide due to the fact that there is 
increasingly more inequality in the world. It appears, though, that many 
arguments in OHIE differ greatly from current related studies on the subject. In 
comparison with the approach of pure philosophical analysis or that of 
political-sociological investigation, this book pays close attention to a world of 
ideas that is simultaneously both abstract and concrete. In general, where there 
are different understandings of equality, there are different requirements for 
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equality, which will further bring different changes to real social institutions. In 
this sense, we can say that an idea has power to influence and change reality. 
Undeniably, an idea will not appear without a real foundation; its appearance and 
change are rooted in social reality rather than in logical deduction. In this respect, 
it is both imperative and difficult for us to diagnose the idea of equality, and an 
attempt to do so will demand methodological reflection. 

Thanks to the reliability of its historical investigation, the diagnosis of the idea 
of equality in modern China in OHIE is quite successful. Moreover, the author 
also attaches to the psychological basis of equality in social reality. As an idea, 
equality has psychological elements as well as a theoretical structure. Therefore, 
the author consciously enlarges the scope of his investigation:  

 
I have not only used the philosophical literature regarded as classics in the 20th 
century, but also taken advantage of modern media including representative 
journals. We are increasingly conscious that modern media respond very 
acutely and quickly—but also in a more complicated and inconsistent way— 
than scholarly philosophy in expressing social moods, appeals, inclinations, 
mentalities, aesthetic tastes, etc. In some sense, modern media can replace 
scholarly philosophy as a means of reflection. (4) 

 
With regard to his method of study, the author gives up the approach of a usual 
textual chronicle and logical analyzing the thought contained within ideas 
themselves. Instead, he applies a so-called “critical study of the history of ideas” 
(2) to his research, a method which ensures the success of his diagnosis. 

An idea is different from a concept. Being pure and abstract from experience, 
concepts are not contradictory to each other and thus can be arranged into a 
formal structure. Ideas, on the other hand, because of their close relationships 
with feelings, desires, unconsciousness and the empirical world, contain 
multitudes of conflicts and can only be understood in a more complex genealogy. 
However, the difference between ideas and concepts does not mean that they are 
totally alien to each other. In general, professional philosophers’ creation of 
concepts is based on a large-scale revolution in the world of the ideas of common 
people. In other words, ideas are more fundamental than concepts and have a 
priority over the latter due to their closer relations with the real world. In order to 
have a better understanding of a concept from a historical perspective, we have to 
know about its related ideas. This calls for a study of the history of ideas, which, 
for philosophy, will be more fundamental and essential. The study of the history 
of philosophy should inquire further into the much more complex world of the 
ideas behind concepts rather than restrict itself solely to conceptual analyses. 
Therefore, we can say that the history of ideas helps to expand the scope and 
improve the method of the study of the history of philosophy. Moreover, some 
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existing philosophical material will take on new significance if examined from a 
new perspective. For example, OHIE provides a new interpretation of Zhuangzi’s 
doctrine that “all things are equal in value” (89–107). This illustrates well what 
the methodology of “a critical study of the history of ideas” can achieve. 

The task of philosophy is to know the world and the self, which, undoubtedly, 
includes the world of our ideas. Gao writes, “without an understanding of the 
history of an idea, we cannot know the idea actually” (1). In this sense, the study 
of the history of an idea will be essential to philosophical investigation. The 
study of the history of ideas, then, attempts to know human beings through 
pursuing “true ideas.” According to OHIE, a “true” idea involves three aspects, 
i.e., truth, sincerity, and actuality. First, truth concerns the relationship between 
an idea and an object. An idea is true if it is in accordance with its object. Second, 
sincerity concerns the relationship between an idea and faith. If someone believes 
an idea and says it is true, then he will be sincere; otherwise, he will be insincere. 
Third, actuality concerns the relationship between an idea and action. An idea is 
actual if it is able to influence our action and practices. Truth, sincerity, and 
actuality are all essential to a true idea, and the function of a true idea is to help 
us know ourselves better. In addition, knowing oneself is not merely an 
epistemological issue; rather, it ultimately concerns self-cultivation of an ideal 
personality. Starting from an analysis the history of the idea of equality, OHIE 
eventually advocates consciousness of equality, which is indispensible for an 
ideal personality in these modern times. 

Given the methodological complexity of the study of the history of ideas and 
the idea of equality itself, in certain ways OHIE needs to be improved. As far as 
methodology is concerned, such a study requires not only a capability for 
philosophical analysis but also a comprehensive understanding of historical facts. 
In spite of the philosophical skill it displays, OHIE seems to suffer in its 
historical study. Although he emphasizes the significance of mass media, the 
author still places greater value on philosophical work, and, to some extent, 
neglects journalism and art. As for the idea of equality, although the author is 
aware that the idea can shape existence, and stresses that the idea of equality 
should be changed into a virtue, he provides no clear explanation about what 
kind of equality is ideal and how the transformation from consciousness of 
equality to virtue actually works. 
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